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Abstract
The primary focus of my research was to describe the educational beliefs and instructional
practices of Early College High School (ECHS) English language arts teachers; to describe the
ways in which their beliefs and instructional practices did or did not align with critical literacy
pedagogy; and to describe the ways in which their educational beliefs and instructional practices
promoted the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students. The key
theoretical underpinnings of the study included critical sociocultural theory and critical literacy
pedagogy. Based on this framework, I contend that teaching from a culturally responsive critical
literacy pedagogical framework fosters the development of both the academic and critical
literacies of African American secondary students. A case study method was utilized in which
mini-cases of two Early College High School English language arts educators were explored.
The case study was conducted within a non-traditional school setting, an Early College High
School, which was focused on the college and career-readiness of underserved students. The data
collection methods included interviews and observations, which were analyzed using open, axial,
and selective coding as part of thematic analysis. This study contributes to the research in that it
illustrates the educational beliefs and instructional practices of secondary English language arts
teachers in the context of the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary
students within an Early College High School, a relationship that had not previously been
explicitly or extensively explored.
Key Words: African American secondary students, academic literacy, critical literacy,
critical literacy pedagogy, critical sociocultural theory, teacher educational beliefs, instructional
practices
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Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American Secondary Students:
A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Chapter 1: Introduction
Rationale
Living in an America fraught with social, political, and economic strife, I am constantly
dealing with biases, stereotypes, and discrimination, as are countless African Americans. Having
grown up in low-income communities, the search for identity and lack of agency, voice, and
power are issues I have struggled with all my life. Growing up as an African American female
without means in a country that is problematically stratified by institutional and systemic racism,
classism, and genderism, I am like the high school students that I serve as a secondary English
language arts (ELA) teacher. Therefore, because of several years of informal observations, I
realize that these are also struggles with which African American students contend daily.
Recently, these issues have been further exacerbated for African Americans, and for African
American students in particular, by the social and political unrest characterized by the Corona
Virus/Covid-19 pandemic, the complexities of online learning, social justice protest marches,
and the racial tensions and police brutality that sparked the Black Lives Matter (BLM)
movement.
For me, education has been an avenue by which I have been able to better my life
circumstances and attain a sense of identity, agency, voice, self-empowerment, and self-efficacy
in a world in which some would argue that I do not deserve such things because of the color of
my skin, my gender, or my socioeconomic status. Moreover, I believe that education and literacy
are empowering and can be used to challenge such social injustices and inequities. Because of
my education and my own critical consciousness, I have been able to recognize, interrogate,
critique, and challenge the power structures that foster inequity in access to literacy, power, and
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resources in society. Hence, my cultural background as an African American female, who has
been teaching English language arts for more than fourteen years on both the secondary and
post-secondary levels, lead me to design a study centered on a philosophy of disrupting power
structures, creating agency, developing a critical consciousness, and finding ways to foster both
academic and critical literacies in marginalized groups. Thus, I chose to research the educational
beliefs and instructional practices of secondary ELA teachers, the ways in which their
educational beliefs and instructional practices did or did not align with critical literacy pedagogy,
and the ways in which their educational beliefs and instructional practices addressed the
academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students.
The social constructs of race, class, and gender shape the lives of African American
youth daily, and these constructs are especially salient during adolescence, a turbulent, yet
crucial stage in which young people actively experiment with and examine their identities. As
African American adolescents move through this formative stage, they face a barrage of negative
messages from society, media, and popular culture about themselves and their communities.
Media and popular culture proliferate images of people of color who are victims of race-based
crimes, like Ahmaud Arbery and Trayvon Martin, or who have died under suspicious
circumstances in incidents involving the police, as was the case with Sandra Bland, Rayshard
Brooks, Michael Brown, Philando Castile, George Floyd, Oscar Grant, Breonna Taylor, Adam
Toledo, Daunte Wright, and countless others. In 2015, these racially motivated incidents inspired
the Black Lives Matter Movement and sparked marches and protests in response (Tatum, 2017).
These incidences, which have been justified in the media and in legal and political systems,
coupled with the negative portrayals of people of color in television, film, and social media, send
the message to African American adolescents, and other adolescents of color, that their lives do
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not matter in society, and that the only way they can matter is by adopting identities that are
fetishized and commodified as hypersexual, avaricious, violent objects of entertainment to be
consumed through reality and scripted television shows that feed the mainstream narrative rather
than offering a counter-narrative (hooks, 1992). The entertainment industry compounds the
problem by broadcasting mixed and misogynistic messages, which adolescents of color receive
through popular culture and popular music. As adolescents of color form their identities and
develop constructions of race, class, and gender through the lens of popular culture, and more
specifically Hip-Hop culture, they are both empowered and denigrated by the messages they
receive (Love, 2012). These messages may be internalized in ways that influence their views on
and valuing of themselves and of their education, schools, and communities (Love, 2012).
Consequently, in their daily lives, emphasis on academic literacy may be lacking while,
at the same time, their out-of-school literacies are not utilized or valued within school contexts,
leaving youth of color, particularly African American secondary students, outside of academic
discourse communities (i.e., a scholarly community in which the members utilize academic
vocabulary and language to communicate complex ideas; Haddix, 2009-2010; Morrell, 2002,
2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Tatum, 2005; Love, 2012). According to Goodson (1994), “each
[discourse] community has certain membership requirements and communication within them
proceeds from different sets of rules” (p. 7). He goes on to say that the
notion of becoming literate is best understood in terms of becoming literate within a
particular community. [To] become literate within a community is to learn to read, speak,
write, and behave nonverbally according to the accepted conventions of that community.
(p. 9; emphasis added)
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If Goodson’s (1994) thoughts on literacy and community are applied to educational practices in
schools today, it becomes clear that African American youth frequently lie outside of academic
discourse communities. Thus, once their literacies and discourses are deemed inappropriate and
unimportant in academic contexts, they may seek other means of legitimacy within the local
discourse communities of which they become a part (Love, 2012; Tatum, 2005).
Those who feel marginalized and invisible in formal institutions (i.e., school) often seek
out alternative communities in which they adopt more acceptable identities. In some cases, these
feelings draw African American adolescents away from academic communities and into
maladaptive behaviors like crime and gang life instead (Love, 2012; A. Tatum, 2005; B. Tatum,
2017). Tatum (2005) suggests that African American males, specifically in academic circles, feel
inferior, cynical, frustrated, and unable to perform academically. Others in society echo these
perceptions of African American males, and the impact is reflected through poor literacy skills
and poor academic performance (Tatum, 2005). The same holds true for African American
females, who see themselves as separate from the traditional academic discourse community
(Love, 2012). As such, their choices and identities may largely be shaped by society, media, and
popular culture, in particular Hip-Hop culture, which lies outside of academic discourse circles
(Love, 2012).
However, “if students, no matter what their [race, class], or gender had a space in schools
to collectively resist messages from [society, media], and popular culture, regardless if it's Hip
Hop or not, they would be more apt to resist those messages outside of schools” (Love, 2012, p.
95). Thus, African American adolescents need spaces within academic discourse circles that are
empowering and inclusive of the voices, cultures, and communities with which they identify and
exercise agency. “They also need teachers who . . . expose popular culture for its contrived
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messages built on stereotypes but [who] do not demoralize youth choices to consume Hip Hop or
any form of popular culture” (Love, 2012, p. 95). Thus, educators must become literate in the
discourses most relevant to African American secondary students to support their students’
development of academic and critical literacies.
Moreover, even though schools have aided in the reproduction of societal inequities, if
educators recognize their role in the social reproduction of hegemony as well as the inherently
political nature of teaching and learning, schools can become sites of resistance to hegemonic
ideals and practices (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). Educators
are in the unique and powerful position of being able to create such spaces in opposition to the
hegemonic educational practices that reproduce inequities in a society stratified by race, class,
and gender (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). These disparities
and inequities in access to literacy, power, and resources have been further intensified by the
Corona Virus/Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 – 2021, which has exposed the educational and digital
divides between low-income communities, communities of color, and more privileged
communities. Therefore, one’s view of what constitutes literacy and who counts as literate must
continuously evolve, and educators must utilize instructional practices designed to help African
American secondary students develop the academic literacy and critical consciousness to
negotiate the sociocultural, historical, and political factors that affect them (Ladson-Billings,
2009; Morrell 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). Teachers who intentionally engage in pedagogical
practices that address both academic and critical literacies have the potential to shape student
identities and create such spaces within the context of the English language arts (ELA) classroom
(Ladson-Billings, 2009; Masuda, 2012; Morrell 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008).
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Critical sociocultural theory (CSCT) and critical literacy pedagogy (CLP) were
appropriate theoretical and pedagogical frameworks to inform this research as they emphasize
the sociocultural context in which literacy occurs as well as the sociocultural, historical, political,
and economic factors that shape identity and access to literacy, power, and resources. The
context in which this study occurred, the Early College High School (ECHS), was critical as
research shows that school context shapes teacher pedagogical practices and beliefs about
literacy (Miller & Satchwell, 2006; Savasci & Berlin, 2012). Teachers must critically and
reflexively recognize the power of educational institutions and how school context shapes their
own beliefs and practices (Masuda, 2012; Miller & Satchwell, 2006; Savasci & Berlin, 2012;).
Referencing Lewis et al. (2007), Teemant and Hausman (2013) contend that CSCT
allows for “issues of identity, power relations, and personal agency [to] be addressed in the
sociocultural and historical context of schooling” (p. 4), while CLP calls for an examination of
issues of identity, power, and agency, and how these issues intersect with literacy and equity. It
is within the context of school, which plays a part in reifying hegemonic ideologies, that
teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices shape the literacy, identity, and agency
of their students (Lewis et al., 2007; Masuda, 2012; Perry, 2012;). As a result, it is necessary to
examine the complexities of teachers’ educational beliefs and pedagogical practices in context to
get a more authentic and in-depth view of those beliefs and practices and to aid teachers in
developing pedagogical practices that address the academic and critical literacies of African
American adolescents (Talbot & Campbell, 2014). It is within the context of school that the
voices, communities, and culture of African American students are absent as they are excluded
from academic discourse communities (Love, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; A.
Tatum, 2005, 2014; B. Tatum, 2017). Exclusion from academic discourse communities
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disempowers African American students even though schools are the spaces in which students
should feel empowered to develop the literacy, identity, agency, self-empowerment, and voice
necessary to interrogate, critique, challenge, and change these sociocultural factors (Love, 2012;
Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Tatum, 2005, 2014). Hence, through their educational
beliefs and instructional practices, teachers have the power to shape students’ identities and
literacy practices as well as influence their students’ level of academic achievement
(Cunningham and Farmer, 2016; Masuda, 2012; Plata, Williams, & Henley, 2017).
Statement of Problem
African American secondary students, who face challenges to achieving positive
educational outcomes stemming from institutional and systemic racism, classism, and genderism,
need new pedagogical practices to help foster their academic and critical literacies (Delpit, 2006;
Ladson-Billings, 2001; Lopez, 2011; Love, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008;
Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002). Current literacy practices in secondary schools do not
adequately address these issues in a manner that fosters students’ sense of identity,
empowerment, voice, and personal agency; affirms students’ in-school and out-of-school
literacies; and leads to positive academic outcomes (Ladson-Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2005; Rios,
Lopez, & Morrell, 2015). The goal of critical literacy pedagogy, therefore, is for teachers to
enact critical classroom praxis that help students develop academic and critical literacy skills
while developing the critical consciousness to challenge the systems that limit access to literacy
and power due to institutional and systemic racism, classism, and genderism (Breunig, 2009;
Coffey, 2011; Freire, 2005; Janks, 2017; Morrell, 2004, 2008).
The primary purpose of an Early College High School (ECHS) is to help mitigate these
issues for underserved students by creating an educational environment that provides early
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access to higher education for low-income first-generation potential college students (Minero,
2016). As part of an educational system designed to replicate the status quo, schools and English
language arts (ELA) teachers are in the unique and powerful position of being able to utilize
interventions that can foster both the academic and critical literacies necessary for African
American secondary students to negotiate these challenges (Ladson-Billings 1998; Morrell,
2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Rubie-Davies, 2006). To accomplish this, teachers must engage
in culturally responsive critical literacy praxis to address the academic and critical literacies of
African American secondary students.
Although there is considerable research regarding student achievement, engagement, and
motivation, there is a paucity of research involving teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional
practices regarding the academic and critical literacies of African American students in
secondary school settings specifically designed to provide early access to higher education
(Condron et al., 2013; Olneck, 2005). To address this gap in the literature, a qualitative case
study informed by critical sociocultural theory and critical literacy pedagogy was conducted to
examine two secondary English language teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional
practices. Specifically, this study examined the educational beliefs and practices of two ECHS
ELA teachers, the ways in which their educational beliefs and practices aligned with critical
literacy pedagogy, and the ways in which they promoted the academic and critical literacies of
African American secondary students in an ECHS.
Research Questions
The foci of this qualitative case study were two ECHS English language arts teachers
who taught ninth- and tenth-grade literature and composition. I explored the teachers’ beliefs
about literacy and literacy instruction, their instructional practices, the alignment of their beliefs
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and practices with critical literacy pedagogy, and the ways in which their educational beliefs and
instructional practices specifically addressed the academic and critical literacies of African
American students in an ECHS. The following research questions guided this case study:
1. What are the educational beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School
English language arts teachers?
2. In what ways do Early College High School English language arts teachers’ educational
beliefs and instructional practices align with critical literacy pedagogy?
3. In what ways do Early College High School English language arts teachers’ educational
beliefs and instructional practices promote the academic and critical literacies of African
American secondary students?
Local Context
The research site for this qualitative case study was an urban Title I high school located
in a major metropolitan city in the southeastern United States. As an Early College High School,
the educational focus of the school was college and career readiness, such that students earned
both high school and college credit simultaneously. The early college program, which was
geared toward at-risk, economically disadvantaged students, was accelerated so that students
could complete dual enrollment classes in local colleges and earn college credit, which increased
their chances of attending college as first-generation college students. Upon entering 11th grade,
students who attended the ECHS were eligible to earn up to 30 hours of college credits, which is
equivalent to the first year of undergraduate study at a post-secondary institution. The partner
schools included a research university, a state college, a technical college, and a military college.
Students were matched with a partner school based on grade point average, social maturity level,
academic interests, college and career goals, and teacher recommendations. ECHS students were
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also required to meet the minimum admission requirements established by each partner
institution. Students could enroll in up to 15 credit hours per semester, with the average student
taking six credit hours (two classes per semester), along with their high school class load (four
classes per quarter or eight classes per semester).
The school demographic was comprised of a pre-dominantly African American student
population where 100% of the students received free lunch. According to US News & World
Report (2020), based on data compiled from the 2017 – 2018 school year, the student population
was roughly 420 students, 44% male, 56% female; 100% economically disadvantaged, and
100% minority enrollment (95% African American, 4% Hispanic, and 1% Biracial). The
school’s graduation rate was 92%, with 54.9% of all students at the ECHS scoring at the level of
proficiency according to state-mandated standardized tests (US News & World Report, 2020).
The faculty was 26% male and 74% female with a total of 35 teachers. Of the 35 teachers in the
ECHS, 27 were African American, six European American, one Asian American, and one Latina
American. The administration and staff, who were all African American, included one female
principal, two female assistant principals, two counselors (one male, one female), and one female
instructional coach. The ECHS shared a campus with a privately managed Science, Technology,
Engineering, Arts and Math (STEAM) high school and was physically located in a two-story
building that housed approximately 30 classrooms and one media center. The ECHS and the
STEAM high school shared the courtyard between the two schools, the gym, the cafeteria, and
the auditorium. Although the two schools shared the grounds, they were two distinct institutions,
as the ECHS was supported by the public school district and the STEAM school was supported
by a corporate entity and community partnership.
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Theoretical and Pedagogical Grounding
My personal struggles with the ways in which literacy, agency, identity, and power
intersect to construct our realities and the struggles of people that look like me are the foundation
of my own beliefs about the world and my own educational practices. When I began my
research, social constructivism resonated with me as I recognized my own positionality and the
influence of my own personal, cultural, and historical experiences on my identity, beliefs, world
view, and instructional practices. I believe that meaning is derived through social interactions,
and reality, like identity and race, is socially and historically constructed. However, it is socially
and historically constructed to privilege some and marginalize others. Therefore, I sought to
understand how teachers, who have a unique and powerful position in the education system,
understood their role in that process. However, as my research progressed, my philosophical
beliefs became more aligned with a critical or transformative stance through critical sociocultural
theory and critical literacy pedagogy.
Because issues of race, class, gender, and power have always been a point of interest for
me as an African American woman from an economically disadvantaged family, critical
sociocultural theory and critical literacy pedagogy were aligned with my philosophical beliefs.
Each of these perspectives and pedagogies is rooted in the critical social theory advocated by the
Frankfurt School of the 1920’s, Paulo Freire’s work, John Dewey’s constructivism, and Lev
Vygotsky’s notion of social cognitivism (Shor, 1999; Vasquez, 2017; Vasquez et al., 2019).
These perspectives promote the notion that literacy instruction should be authentic, studentcentered, culturally responsive, collaborative, transformative, affirmative, empowering,
reflective, and inspirational to students as they develop the academic skills as well as the critical
consciousness, identity, agency, self-empowerment, and voice to interrogate and challenge
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hegemonic practices that marginalize and disempower low-income communities and
communities of color.
Seldom are the sociocultural, political, historical, and economic factors that influence the
daily lives of African American secondary students considered during the teaching and learning
process, as they construct their identities within the context of school. Furthermore, educators are
often tasked with teaching decontextualized literacy skills without an emphasis on the
contextualized skills associated with critical literacy. CSCT and CLP are grounded in the notion
that literacy is shaped by sociocultural, political, historical, and economic contexts and consider
the need to teach students to critique the system within which they are being educated (Lewis &
Moje, 2003; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; Morrell, 2004, 2008; Rogers et al.,
2016). Not only do critical sociocultural and critical literacy perspectives call for an
understanding of language and literacy as a social practice that is shaped by social, cultural, and
political contexts (Perry, 2012), but they also call for an understanding of the power dynamic
that shapes identity and agency (Lewis & Moje, 2003; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al.,
2008; Rogers et al., 2016). CSCT and CLP consider the sociocultural and historical factors
which shape learning, literacy, agency, and identity while recognizing that some groups benefit
from these factors while others are marginalized and denied access to literacy and power (Lewis
& Moje, 2003; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; Rogers et al., 2016).
Moreover, CSCT and CLP offer a way in which these factors can be considered through
the educational beliefs and instructional practices of teachers. First, research shows that teachers’
educational beliefs are shaped by the sociocultural, political, and historical factors that surround
them and their students (Bandura, 1986; Pajares, 1992; Plata et al., 2017). Second, research also
shows the teachers’ beliefs, in general, shape their instructional practices, which include
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decisions about instructional materials, lesson content, process, products, and learning
environment (Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992). Finally, research shows that instructional practices
influence student outcomes regarding literacy learning (Behrman & Souvignier, 2013). It,
therefore, stands to reason that teachers’ educational beliefs and pedagogical practices shape
student outcomes and their ability to become academically and critically literate (Behrman &
Souvignier, 2013; Cunningham & Farmer, 2016; Masuda, 2012; Pajares, 1992;). As a result,
CSCT and CLP were appropriate theoretical and pedagogical frameworks to inform my study as
they guided the composition and refinement of the research and interview questions and served
as an interpretive lens with which to analyze and describe the educational beliefs and
instructional practices of ECHS ELA teachers, the ways in which their beliefs and instructional
practices aligned with critical literacy pedagogy, and the ways in which they promoted the
academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students.
Research Approach
According to Perry (2012), “much sociocultural research in literacy . . . is built on an
assumption that an understanding of literacy requires detailed, in-depth accounts of actual
practice in different cultural settings” (p. 53; Street, 2001, p. 430). Therefore, most research of
literacy from a sociocultural perspective has been derived through qualitative methods such as
ethnographies, case studies, or discourse analysis (Perry, 2012). These methods allow for a study
of a phenomenon that incorporates the perspective of the research subject. Case study
methodology, in particular, is grounded in the idea that knowledge is constructed in particular
contexts. As the sociocultural, historical, political, and economic contexts in which ECHS
English language arts teachers enact their beliefs through their instructional practices were
critical to this study, case study methodology was in line with these goals. Case study
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methodology is also descriptive in nature which afforded me the opportunity to gain an in-depth
understanding of teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding the academic and critical literacies of
African American secondary students within a particular context, the ECHS.
In choosing qualitative case study methodology, I followed a precedent set by previous
researchers of teachers’ beliefs and practices, of critical literacy, and of literacy as a social
practice (Cronin-Jones, 1991; Cross, 2009; Farrell & Guz, 2019; Farrell & Ives, 2015; Farrell &
Lim, 2005; Perry, 2012; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Talbot & Campbell, 2014;). Denzin & Lincoln
(2005) contend that
qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate
relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints
that shape inquiry . . . They seek answers to questions that stress how social experience is
created and given meaning. (p.10)
As such, qualitative case study methodology allows for an in-depth study of a social experience
(i.e., literacy and learning in schools) in its natural context (Merriam, 2002). As this study was
informed by critical sociocultural theory, a theory that espouses the idea of the situated nature of
literacy, qualitative case study methodology was in line with the interpretive lens with which I
analyzed the data drawn from interviews and observations.
Organization of Study
This research study is organized into five parts. The purpose of this first chapter is to
introduce the study by explaining the urgent need for teachers to foster the academic and critical
literacies of African American secondary students. Chapter two is a review of relevant literature
including a thorough description of critical sociocultural theory and overviews of existing
research on the state of education in the African American community, academic literacy, critical
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three describes the case study methodology, including descriptions of the research context,
participants, data sources and collection procedures, analytical procedures, and approaches to
ensuring the trustworthiness of the study. Chapter four describes the findings and gives an
overview of the categories and themes generated in the research study, while chapter five
discusses the findings and provides suggestions for future classroom practice and research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This study was informed by critical sociocultural theory (Lewis et al., 2007a, 2007b;
Lewis & Moje, 2003) and critical literacy pedagogy (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016; Bishop,
2014; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008), which served as the lenses through which I
examined and described teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices. I also examined
and described the ways in which teachers’ beliefs and practices did or did not align with critical
literacy pedagogy and the ways in which their beliefs and instructional practices promoted the
academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students. Therefore, the
following chapter begins with my theoretical framework, in which I discuss the foundations of
critical sociocultural theory and its relevance to literacy instruction. Next, I describe and analyze
literature pertaining to African American secondary students, literacy education, academic
literacy, critical literacy, critical literacy pedagogy, and teachers’ educational beliefs and
instructional practices.
Theoretical Framework
Critical Sociocultural Perspectives of Literacy
Critical sociocultural theory (CSCT), which draws extensively from both critical and
sociocultural theories, is a recent addition to the pantheon of educational theories. CSCT refers to
the idea that individual social realities are shaped by sociocultural, historical, political, and
economic systems that promote inequity and are constructed around factors such as race, class,
and gender, which should be critically examined and challenged to construct new, equitable, and
just realities (Lewis & Moje, 2003). It is grounded in both critical and sociocultural theories.
Critical theory offers a framework in which individuals are encouraged to question, reflect, and
critique sociocultural, historical, political, and economic systems that are inherently oppressive
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in nature (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010). Sociocultural theory, on the other hand, brings to bear
the sociocultural factors of race, class, and gender that shape the relationship between identity,
literacy, agency, and power (Lewis & Moje, 2003). Both theories must be addressed to
understand critical sociocultural theory itself.
Critical Theory. Critical theory, which traces its roots to the critical social theory of the
Frankfurt School of the 1920’s (e.g., Horkheimer, Adorno, Benjamin, Marcuse, Fromm and
Habermas), is grounded in the notion that individuals’ “different educational and community
contexts [intersect with] sociopolitical, economic, and historical realities [to] shape their lives”
(Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 12). When individuals critically examine these intersections,
they “make new meanings and develop cultural practices that are critical, transformative, and
liberatory” (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 12). This exemplifies the commitment to the
transformative and emancipatory power of critique which is central to critical theory (Blake &
Masschelein, 2003; Masuda, 2012; Steinberg & Kinchloe, 2010). Moreover, according to
Freeman & Vasconcelos (2010),
critical theory is an integral part of building and sustaining a more just society, one in
which all members of that society feel empowered to carry out their practices in ways
that foster democratic and empowering processes and outcomes, while continuously
monitoring those processes and outcomes for evidence of social injustices. (p. 8)
Therefore, critical theory foregrounds issues of inequity and injustice by highlighting that the
current sociocultural, historical, political, and economic systems in place (e.g., capitalism) are
misleading in nature as they conceal the aspects of the system that oppress and contribute to
inequities (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010).
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Sociocultural Theory. Like critical theory, sociocultural theory is also concerned with
the sociocultural, historical, political, and economic contexts of relationships and how they shape
literacy, learning, agency, power, and identity. Grounded in the work of Vygotsky (1980),
sociocultural perspectives of literacy emphasize not only the context in which literacy occurs, but
also recognize literacy as a social practice (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Gee, 1996, 2000;
Lankshear, 1994; Street, 1984; The New London Group, 1996). As such, sociocultural
perspectives call for an understanding of how “culture, activity, identity, power, and the
sociocultural context in which literacy occurs” (Perry, 2012, p. 52) are interconnected in the
process of literacy learning. Furthermore, Purcell-Gates (2007) contends that “sociocultural
theorists . . . strive to make literacy equitable for all social groups by recognizing various forms
of literacy . . . The sociocultural approach attempts to be nonjudgmental and to understand and
employ the practices of culturally diverse groups to foster literacy learning” (as cited in
Davidson, 2010, p. 250). This perspective aligns with the New Literacy Studies (NLS)
contention that the literacies inherent to diverse social and cultural communities should be
incorporated and employed in service of furthering literacy attainment for all, but especially for
marginalized groups (Gee, 2000; The New London Group, 1996).
Moreover, sociocultural conceptions of literacy can be “understood by exploring the
cultural, social, and historical context in which . . . children have grown” (Davidson, 2010, p.
249). These perspectives on literacy, which are built upon the premise that language and literacy
are connected to social roles as well as sociocultural, historical, political, and economic contexts,
therefore are concerned with the ways in which people use reading and writing in different
contexts (Perry, 2012). Consequently, in the context of schools,
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once literacy is understood as a complex social practice, literacy instruction is viewed as
apprenticing students into discourses and social practices of literate communities. To
accomplish this . . . a more sophisticated approach is required which allows students to
gain admission to discourse communities through practice, analysis, apprenticeship, and
reflection. (Warschaur, 1997, p. 90; emphasis added)
Thus, sociocultural theory suggests that the interactions between students and teachers are
important contexts in which students can engage in complex literacy practices.
Critical Sociocultural Theory. Critical sociocultural theory (CSCT), a term coined by
Lewis et al. (2007), incorporates critical theory and sociocultural theory by adopting an
understanding of literacy as a social practice (drawn from sociocultural theory) framed by issues
of identity, agency, and power (drawn from critical theory), and rooted in sociocultural factors
such as race, class, and gender (drawn from both) (Lewis & Moje, 2003). In drawing on both
theoretical traditions, critical sociocultural theory recognizes how sociocultural, historical,
political, and economic factors influence access to literacy; questions the nature of schooling,
teaching, and learning; and aims to empower those who have been disempowered by challenging
the sociocultural, historical, political, and economic barriers to literacy and educational equity
(Lewis & Moje, 2003). Critical sociocultural theory repositions learners within the teaching and
learning process. For example, critical sociocultural theory acknowledges that learning is not
only a cognitive process in which one “accumulates, assimilates, and accommodates” new
knowledge (Moje & Lewis, 2007, pp. 6 – 7). Beyond that, learning is viewed as a social and
critical process in which one “acquires, appropriates, resists, and reconceptualizes” knowledge
and skills in response to existing discourses or to transform hegemonic discourses (Moje &
Lewis, 2007, pp. 6 – 7). Challenging and transforming hegemonic discourses is key to critical
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theories of literacy (Lewison et al., 2002; Moje & Lewis, 2007). Hence, Critical sociocultural
theory recasts learners as active, critical synthesizers and co-producers of knowledge as opposed
to passive receivers of knowledge within their respective discourse communities.
Discourses and discourse communities are particularly relevant to the current study
considering their connections to literacy, identity, agency, and power. According to critical
sociocultural theory, Discourses are ways of knowing, thinking, believing, acting, and
communicating within a discourse community or community of practice (Moje & Lewis, 2007).
A discourse community is a group of people who share ways of knowing, thinking, believing,
acting and communicating (Moje & Lewis, 2007); while a community of practice refers to a
“[group] of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it
better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, 2011, p. 1). As a result, they are viewed as literate
within that discourse community. According to Goodson (1994), “[to] become literate within a
community is to learn to read, speak, write, and behave nonverbally according to the accepted
conventions of that community” (p. 9; emphasis added). In the case of schools and classrooms,
the discourse community is the academic discourse community (i.e., a scholarly community in
which the members utilize academic vocabulary and language to communicate complex ideas),
in which certain identities and certain forms of literacy and Discourses are privileged over others
at the expense of marginalized groups. Thus, only those that know and master the codes or rules
that govern the discourse community are allowed to occupy the most desirable and powerful
positions in society. Hence, Moje & Lewis (2007) contend that “children’s opportunities to learn
are both supported and constrained by the role of power in everyday interactions of students and
teachers and by the systems and structures that shape the institution of schooling” (p. 2).
Because teachers are part of the “systems and structures that shape the institution of schooling,”
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teachers, through their beliefs and instructional practices, play a pivotal role in creating learning
experiences that afford students the opportunity to “make new meanings and develop cultural
practices that are critical, transformative, and liberatory” (Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 12),
and in so doing, engage in critical literacy. Critical sociocultural theory, therefore, is a lens
through which to examine teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices and consider
the ways in which teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices promote the academic
and critical literacies of African American secondary students.
Review of Literature
African American Students: Identity, Literacy, and Achievement
As a people, African Americans are culturally, politically, economically, intellectually,
aesthetically, and spiritually diverse. Although, there is no definitive answer to what it means to
be Black in America, the exploration of this question has been an integral part of the
development of the African American cultural identity and an integral part of the pursuit of
literacy, equity, power, and access to resources (Du Bois, 1903/1989; Hale, 2001; LadsonBillings, 2001, 2009; Perry et al., 2003; Tatum, 2017). To combat institutional and systemic
racism and gain cultural, political, economic, and educational parity with others, African
Americans have attempted to redefine the African American cultural identity through their
literacy practices and academic achievements (Du Bois, 1903/1989; Hale, 2001; LadsonBillings, 2009; Perry et al., 2003; Tatum, 2017). Thus, African American students bear the brunt
of this struggle as they strive to navigate academic discourse communities (e.g., schools, English
language arts classrooms) that may not validate their cultural identity and may view their
academic literacy skills as deficient (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Tatum, 2017). However, the quest
for identity, literacy, equity, power, and access to resources may be mitigated by educators and
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an educational system that employs culturally responsive critical literacy practices grounded in
developing critically literate, active, creative multimodal consumers and producers of texts
(National Council of Teachers of English [NCTE], 2019) with the express purpose of “naming,
exposing, and destabilizing power relations and promoting individual freedom and expression”
(Morrell, 2005, p. 314) in a manner that leads to systemic changes and results in a more just,
equitable society (Beck, 2005; Cipolle, 2010; Lewis & Moje, 2003; NCTE, 2019).
The Complexity of Identity. Historically, the African American cultural identity has
been defined by people not of African descent, which has resulted in “an inner crisis of identity
and self-esteem” among African Americans (Cortes, 1976, p. 309). Cultural identity is defined as
“an awareness of a common identity [which] implies that there has also been a striving toward
preservation of this identity, [and] toward self-preservation of the culture” (Cose, 1993, p. 55).
Consequently, the issue of cultural identity has plagued African Americans since Africans were
first transported to America in 1619 as indentured servants and slaves (Cose, 1993; Tatum, 2017;
Twombly, 1971). According to Cose (1993), “identity is constructed in opposition to the alien,
[and] intrusions from other cultures imply loss of autonomy and thereby loss of identity” (p. 55).
Ironically, there has been a belief amongst some individuals that African Americans have no
cultural identity or cultural significance, despite the various instances of cultural appropriation
evident in popular culture (Tatum, 2017; Twombly, 1971). According to Fields (2001), for
European American freedom to thrive, the freedom of African Americans was systematically
curtailed, impacting the ways African American culture and African Americans were viewed by
others. As a result of these views, there became an inherent need for a distinct African American
cultural identity. After centuries of being defined through the lens of European American culture,
African Americans have been “seeking the roots of their national and cultural heritage” as well
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as an “acceptable description of their ethno-national status, [and] of their identity” (Dormon,
1974, p. 2). Therefore, cultural identity is of great importance to the African American
community because it is an integral component of an individual’s sense of self-identity, selfesteem, and self-preservation (Cose, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Tatum, 2017). Without
cultural identity, there is a loss of individual identity; thus, to define African American cultural
identity in a way that gives the African American community a voice is to affirm one’s identity
as an individual (Cose, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Tatum, 2017).
Attempts to redefine and explore the complexities of African American cultural identity
is evidenced in Du Bois’ (1903/1989) explanation of what it means to be Black in America when
he writes:
The Negro is sort of a seventh son…in this American world, --a world which yields him
no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the
other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always
looking at oneself through the eyes of others…One ever feels his two-ness, --an
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring
ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.
(p. 3)
Therefore, to be Black in America is to be forever straddling the fence between two cultural
identities – that of Africa and of America according to Du Bois (1903/1989). Consequently,
defining the African American cultural identity gives a legitimate voice to a significant segment
of American society that has been historically, institutionally, and systematically hindered from
crossing the color line and obtaining the American Dream (Cose, 1993; Du Bois, 1903/1989;
Tatum, 2017). Essentially,
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the history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, --this longing to attain selfconscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this merging
he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for
America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul
in a flood of White Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for a man
to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows,
without having the doors of opportunity closed roughly in his face. (Du Bois, 1903/1989,
p. 3)
Thus, to be Black in America is to acknowledge the duality of the cultural identity of African
Americans as persons of African descent who were never meant to be heirs to the quintessential
American Dream (Cose, 1993; Du Bois, 1903/1989). For many African Americans, the doors of
opportunity have been closed and the American Dream is “the problem of the broken covenant,
of the pact ensuring that if you work hard, get a good education, and play by the rules, you will
be allowed to advance and achieve to the limits of your ability” (Cose, 1993, p.1). As a result,
Du Bois’ (1903/1989) explanation of what it means to be Black in America over one hundred
years ago still holds true for African Americans today.
Furthermore, in the wake of the lasting effects of slavery, Jim Crow laws, and
institutional and systemic racism, the need for African Americans to define themselves within
the arenas of cultural aesthetics, politics, economics, and education is more prescient than ever
(Du Bois, 1903/1989; Hale, 2001; Perry et al., 2003; Tatum, 2017). Systemic racism, often
thought of as being synonymous with structural racism, is defined as
a system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural representations, and
other norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to perpetuate racial group inequity.
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It identifies dimensions of our history and culture that have allowed privileges associated
with “Whiteness” and disadvantages associated with “color” to endure and adapt over
time. Structural racism is not something that a few people or institutions choose to
practice. Instead, it has been a feature of the social, economic, and political systems in
which we all exist. (The Aspen Institute, n.d.).
On the other hand, institutional racism “refers to the policies and practices within and across
institutions that, intentionally or not, produce outcomes that chronically favor, or put a racial
group at a disadvantage” (The Aspen Institute, n.d.). Institutional racism is evident in
school disciplinary policies in which students of color are punished at much higher rates
that their White counterparts, in the criminal justice system, and within many
employment sectors in which day-to-day operations, as well as hiring and firing practices
can significantly disadvantage workers of color. (The Aspen Institute, n.d.)
According to Cose (1993), “America is filled with attitudes, assumptions, stereotypes, and
behaviors that make it virtually impossible for Blacks to believe that the nation is serious about
its promise of equality” (p. 5). Cose’s (1993) position on the obstacles prohibiting African
Americans from fully attaining the American Dream is rooted in his conception of institutional
racism as
acts of discrimination by the total White community against the Black community … as
opposed to individual acts by Whites against individual Blacks. What this means is that
members of racial minorities are systematically excluded from or relegated to subordinate
positions in an activity or function that is considered to be of importance to the
maintenance of society. Such institutions include the economy, education, health, and the
administration of justice. (Pinkney, 1984, p. 78-79)
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Thus, institutional and systemic racism are forms of hegemony and racial prejudice that
historically date back to the American institution of slavery and are deeply embedded in the
fabric and structure of American society from the courtrooms to the classrooms (Pinkney, 1984;
Tatum, 2017). According to Cipolle (2010),
invisible, yet all pervasive, hegemonic messages are unconsciously accepted into our
minds and regulate our thinking and behavior. Hegemony is so embedded in society and
in people’s ways of thinking that it projects an accepted view of how the world is, how it
has always been, and how it will continue to be. Hegemony, representing the dominant
class’s worldview, serves to reinforce the status quo and the power of the privileged
class. These ideas are spread through culture, media, and institutions such as schools and
churches. The beauty of hegemony is that its messages are so ingrained in the culture that
we regularly accept them as our own, even though it is against our best interests. We
consent to practices and policies that maintain a society based on injustice and special
interests. (p. 49)
Thus, institutional and systemic racism are accepted hegemonic practices, rooted in the social
construction of race, which facilitate injustice and inequity in a manner that helps the privileged
class maintain their privilege, in opposition to the espoused American ideals of freedom,
equality, and justice (Cipolle, 2010; Cose, 1993; Tatum, 2017).
As such, the need for a distinct African American cultural identity became “a quest for
literacy, freedom, and respect [which] characterize[d] the development of Black culture, a quest
which used any strategy to overcome oppression, circumvent legal and institutional barriers, and
subvert the canon” (Ostendorf, 1982, p. viii). These ideas are especially salient for African
American youth who are struggling to form their identities and whose daily lives are shaped by
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the social injustices of individual, institutional, and systemic racism, classism, and genderism
that characterize American society and bar them from attaining the American Dream (Cose,
1993; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 1998, 2001, 2009; Love, 2012; A. Tatum, 2005; B. Tatum,
2017).
For centuries, African Americans have chosen to respond to institutional and systemic
racism and the duality of the Black cultural identity in various ways (Perry et al., 2003; Tatum,
2017). Cultural and political movements became attempts by African Americans to not only
prove themselves as culturally, politically, economically, intellectually, and aesthetically equal to
the privileged European American society, but also to challenge and disrupt institutional and
systemic racism by redefining the Black identity (Du Bois, 1903/1989; Perry et al, 2003; Tatum,
2017). Each attempt by African Americans to define the Black cultural identity within these
contexts has manifested itself through distinct identifiable cultural and political movements – the
pre-Harlem Renaissance of the 19th and early 20th century, the Harlem Renaissance of 1920’s and
1930’s, The Black Arts and Black Power Movements of the 1960’s and 1970’s, the Hip Hop
Movement of the 1980’s and 1990’s, and the current Black Lives Matter movement (Hale, 2001;
Perry et al., 2003; Tatum, 2017). Thus, cultural and political movements have played a key role
in combating negative stereotypes and images of African Americans while establishing a positive
self-image and cultural identity within the African American community (Hale, 2001; Perry et
al., 2003; Tatum, 2017).
However, efforts to dismantle institutional and systemic racism and change perceptions
of African Americans for themselves and others is not solely the responsibility of Black cultural
and political movements; it is also in the hands of America’s educators (Ladson-Billings, 1995a,
1995b, 1998, 2001, 2009; Tatum, 2017). In spite of its inherent flaws, it is also the responsibility
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of the American education system whose purpose is to shape the hearts and minds of America’s
youth in an effort to foster democratic ideals and civic engagement that lead to a better world and
a more equitable, just society (Callins, 2006; Coffey, 2011; Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings,
1995a, 1995b, 1998, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). By
engaging in culturally responsive critical literacy practices that affirm the identities, cultures, and
lived experiences of African American youth, educators, through their educational beliefs and
instructional practices, are in the powerful position of being able to foster the academic and
critical literacies of African American students in ways that may enable African American
students to respond to the social injustices of institutional and systemic racism, classism, and
genderism that limit access to literacy, equity, power, and resources and inhibit the creation of a
more equitable, just society (Callins, 2006; Coffey, 2011; Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995a,
1995b, 1998, 2001, 2009; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008).
The Quest for Literacy and Academic Achievement. The African American
community’s quest for literacy and struggle for cultural identity and parity under the law and in
politics, economics, education, and other arenas is reflected in the literacy practices and
academic performance of African American students (Hale, 2001; Perry et al., 2003; Tatum,
2017). For example, although graduation rates are increasing for African American students,
approximately 67% of African American students graduated on time in 2012 compared to 86 %
of European American students (The Education Trust, 2014, p.8). This disparity in graduation
rates is indicative of the achievement gap that exists between African American students and
their European American peers. “Achievement gaps occur when one group of students (e.g.,
students grouped by race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference in
average scores for the two groups is statistically significant (i.e., larger than the margin of error)”
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(National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2020). African American students, in
particular, are overwhelmingly affected by this disparity.
According to The Education Trust (2014), citing data from the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), current data indicates that the achievement gap is narrowing as
evidenced by standardized tests designed to measure fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade math
skills. For example, “between 2003 and 2013, scale scores on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) rose faster for African American students than for White students
in both fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade math” (The Education Trust, 2014, p. 4). Despite
these gains in achievement, in comparison to White students, Black students are still 2.5 times
more likely to lack basic academic skills and only one third as likely to score proficient or
advanced on standardized tests, according to a measure of fourth-grade reading and eighth-grade
math scores (The Education Trust, 2014). Disparities in academic performance and graduation
rates can possibly be attributed to “inequitable and insufficient opportunities to learn” (The
Education Trust, 2014, p. 10), such as lack of access to higher level academic courses and
disproportionate school discipline practices that result in absences and loss of instruction.
According to The Education Trust (2014), “gaps in achievement are driven by gaps in
opportunity — African American students receive fewer of the within-school resources and
experiences that are known to contribute to academic achievement” (p. 2). For example, only
15% of African American students attend schools that offer Advanced Placement (AP) courses
(The Education Trust, 2014, p. 10). The gap is further exacerbated by disparities in how Black
students are disciplined in school as compared to their White counterparts, disparities that are
reflective of institutional and systemic racism (The Aspen Institute, n.d.). For instance, “although
African American students made up 16 percent of students in the 2012 Civil Rights Data
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Collection, they made up 33% of students suspended once, 42% of students suspended more than
once, and 34% of students expelled” (The Education Trust, 2014, p. 10). This is an alarming
number of students who were disproportionately disciplined with suspensions and expulsions
resulting in a loss of instructional time and a loss of learning.
The achievement gap also stretches across gender lines, specifically between African
American males and females. According to Mickelson and Green (2006), who conducted
research on the academic differences between Black males and Black females, “males' test scores
are more likely to be affected by peers, educational attitudes, school structure, and school
climate. Females' test scores are more likely to be influenced by family socioeconomic status and
cultural capital” (p. 34). Therefore, the achievement gap will not continue to improve unless
literacy instruction improves by including and valuing the sociocultural experiences of African
American students, in particular, African American males. McMillian (2003) proposes that “to
solve the underachievement problem of African Americans, more attention must be paid to the
African American male population” (p. 27). Consequently, African American students, African
American male students in particular, are in the direst need of academic interventions, such as
culturally responsive critical literacy practices, that could improve their academic literacy,
critical literacy, academic achievement, critical awareness, and civic engagement, thereby
increasing their chances to attain the American Dream (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 1998,
2001, 2009; A. Tatum, 2005, 2014; B. Tatum, 2017).
Conceptualizing Literacy in Education
Tracing the evolution of literacy in America, Beers (2007) notes that from the Colonial
and Revolutionary Periods to the Industrial Revolution, literacy was thought of as an ability to
write and sign one’s name while practicing “good” penmanship. From the advent of the Civil
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War until World War I, the focus shifted to “recitational literacy” or the ability to memorize and
recite long pieces of text such as poems, speeches, and canonical literature (Beers, 2007; United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2006). More recently,
there have been four distinct approaches to literacy that have marked the global evolution of the
concept according to UNESCO (2006). According to the conventional, skills-based approach to
literacy that dominated literacy education until the 1950’s, literacy was defined as a basic set of
skills – the ability to read and write. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, this definition shifted to a focus
on functional literacy or the application of basic academic literacy skills in the workforce
(UNESCO, 2006). These conceptions of literacy did not consider the sociocultural contexts in
which literacy happens. Consequently, sociocultural approaches to literacy developed in the
1980’s and 1990’s through New Literacy Studies (NLS), which encompassed a focus on
adolescent literacy, multiliteracy, and critical literacy (UNESCO, 2006). Presently, conceptions
of literacy have shifted to a focus on close reading and analyzing texts and has expanded to
include digital and visual literacy along with adolescent literacy, multiliteracy, and critical
literacy (Beers, 2007; NCTE, 2019; National Council of Teachers of English & International
Reading Association [NCTE & IRA], 2006; UNESCO, 2006).
Not only has the definition of literacy continued to evolve, but there has also been ongoing discourse about the nature of literacy. Issues that guide literacy discourse include how
literacy is defined, measured, and attained. In other words, what is literacy? What counts as
literacy? How is literacy attained and by whom? The National Literacy Act of 1991 attempted to
answer these questions by defining literacy as “an individual’s ability to read, write, and speak in
English and compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job
and in society, to achieve one’s goals, and develop one’s knowledge and potential” (Irwin, 1991,
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p. 7). This definition echoes the traditionalist’s emphasis on the functionality of literacy for the
purposes of achieving job-related and personal goals. In contrast, the National Council of
Teachers of English (NCTE) and the International Reading Association (IRA), now known as the
International Literacy Association (ILA), claim that “being literate in contemporary society
means being active, critical, and creative users not only of print and spoken language but also of
the visual language of film and television, commercial and political advertising, photography,
and more” (NCTE & IRA, 1996, p. 5; emphasis added). The NCTE and IRA’s (1996) position
on literacy calls attention to one’s active, critical, and creative use of the written, spoken, and
visual languages to communicate, which relies on mastery of the six English language arts
(ELA) of reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and visually representing. It is
noteworthy that conceptions of English language arts only encompass six areas (reading, writing,
speaking, listening, viewing, and visually representing) and does not include critical thinking as a
fundamental seventh component. Nevertheless, the NCTE and IRA’s (1996) conceptions of
literacy more than twenty years ago failed to consider more contemporary issues such as digital
and critical literacies.
What’s more, in the field of education, the debate between conventional and
contemporary views of literacy has continued. The traditional view of literacy as a neutral set of
skills is advanced by national and global demands that are central to the creation and sustenance
of the workforce (UNESCO, 2006); while a more contemporary view proposes an ideological
model of literacy as an adaptable sociocultural and multimodal practice applicable to other
arenas outside of the workforce. “Beyond its conventional concept as a set of reading, writing
and counting skills, literacy is now understood as a means of identification, understanding,
interpretation, creation, and communication in an increasingly digital, text-mediated,

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

33

information-rich and fast-changing world” (UNESCO, 2006). The United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) definition of literacy is aligned with society’s
current focus on digital media and globalization. Similarly, the NCTE (2019) recently issued a
position statement redefining literacy and outlining nine directives of what literacy looks like in
the digital era. For the NCTE (2019) literacy is now “a collection of communicative and
sociocultural practices shared among communities . . . [which] are interconnected, dynamic, and
malleable . . . [and] are inextricably linked with [the] histories, narratives, life possibilities, and
social trajectories of all individuals and groups” (p. 1). This reconceptualization of literacy
considers the sociocultural factors that shape literacy and is the definition of literacy upon which
this research study relies. The NCTE (2019) goes on to claim that to be active, creative, and
critically literate members of society, people must be able to:
•

Participate effectively and critically in a networked world;

•

Explore and engage critically, thoughtfully, and across a wide variety of inclusive texts
and tools/modalities;

•

Consume, curate, and create actively across contexts;

•

Advocate for equitable access to and accessibility of texts, tools, and information;

•

Build and sustain intentional global and cross-cultural connections and relationships with
others so as to pose and solve problems collaboratively and strengthen independent
thought;

•

Promote culturally sustaining communication and recognize the bias and privilege
present in the interactions;

•

Examine the rights, responsibilities, and ethical implications of the use and creation of
information;
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Determine how and to what extent texts and tools amplify one’s own and others’
narratives as well as counter unproductive narratives;

•

Recognize and honor the multilingual literacy identities and culture experiences
individuals bring to learning environments, and provide opportunities to promote,
amplify, and encourage these differing variations of language (e.g., dialect, jargon,
register). (NCTE, 2019, Definition of Literacy section)

The NCTE’s (2019) redefinition of literacy for the digital age recognizes that individuals can not
only just be literate as it is traditionally defined, but also must be critically literate, active,
creative, multimodal consumers and producers of texts. Based on UNESCO’s (2006) and
NCTE’s (2019) more contemporary views of literacy, literacy is an ever-evolving sociocultural
practice that reflects cultural and societal shifts in order to accommodate changes in the ways
people communicate (Dharamshi, 2018). Hence, historically, the concept of literacy has evolved
to fit the sociocultural, historical, political, economic, and educational needs of the time.
Academic Literacy. As the definition of literacy has evolved from being thought of as
the set of basic reading and writing skills needed to function in the workplace into the ability to
actively, creatively, critically, and reflectively use written, spoken, visual, and digital language
systems to achieve a purpose, ELA educators are tasked with teaching academic literacy due to
the demands of national education standards and accountability measures in the form of
standardized tests (NCTE, 2019; NCTE & IRA, 1996; UNESCO, 2006). Academic literacy
expands on this broad definition of literacy, and refers to the reading, writing, listening,
speaking, viewing, and critical thinking skills necessary to learn in school, make meaning of text,
and express ideas using appropriate modes of communication (Weideman, 2007). Academic
literacy is context-specific and involves the use of academic language to discuss, write about, or
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represent text within academic discourse communities, such as the secondary ELA classroom.
Academic language is language used for cognition and analysis within an academic setting, such
as the language used to make inferences, draw conclusions based on evidence, explain
information, or make a claim (Weideman, 2014). An academic discourse community is any
scholastic community in which learners purposefully communicate using academic language
(e.g., engaging in collaborative discussions, debates, or metacognitive activities while using
academic vocabulary; Blackburn et al., 2019; Lynch, 2013).
This notion of literacy is inconsistent with NCTE’s (2019) current position on literacy as
“a collection of communicative and sociocultural practices shared among communities . . .
[which] are interconnected, dynamic, and malleable . . . [and that] are inextricably linked with
[the] histories, narratives, life possibilities, and social trajectories of all individuals and groups”
(p. 1). Even though teaching academic literacy requires educators to reject, or at least elaborate
on, accepted definitions of literacy (Morrell, 2004, 2008), ELA teachers are discouraged from
providing instruction that identifies and analyzes the sociocultural, historical, political, and
economic factors that alter students’ relationships to academic literacy based on race, class, and
gender. Critical literacy, however, takes these factors into consideration and encompasses the
idea that, in the process of making meaning of text, readers take a critical stance to interpret,
analyze, interrogate, evaluate, and challenge texts, ideologies, and practices that maintain
hegemony and marginalize certain groups based on race, ethnicity, culture, class, or gender
(Freire, 2005; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Vasquez, 2017).
New Literacies. Adolescents must be prepared to confront the challenges presented by
the sociocultural factors that shape mainstream schooling and current literacy practices, which
primarily focus on academic literacy (Hinchmann, 2007). In contrast, critical literacy, by
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“[allowing] for reading, interpreting, questioning, and rewriting ‘texts’ in ways that address
disparities between dominant and non-dominant ideologies and social relationships” (Lesley,
2008, p. 177; emphasis added), centers these very challenges. In order for critical literacy to
function in this way, however, an increasing awareness of new literacies is required.
Drawing on the New Literacy Studies (NLS) movement, new literacies refer to an
expanded definition of literacy that incorporates literacies inherent to students’ social and
cultural communities (Hinchmann, 2007), including literacies that have their origins in
communities of color, indigenous communities, and queer communities, as well as other
unrepresented literacies (Alvermann & McLean, 2007). Scholars and practitioners alike have
increasingly become aware of and interested in new literacies, which are emerging at a rapid
pace as research on sociocultural factors, such as race, class, and gender increases (Alvermann &
McLean, 2007). The relationship between sociocultural factors and adolescent literacy has made
way for an expanded conception of literacy. In line with critical theory, new literacies encompass
the idea that literacy is a social practice rooted in power structures that reflect race, class, and
gender (Alvermann & McLean, 2007; Hinchman, 2007).
Accordingly, Barton and Hamiltion (2000), who rely on sociocultural perspectives of
literacy, aver that literacy is a dynamic, purposeful, historically situated social practice
associated with different life domains and shaped by social goals, cultural practices, institutions,
and power relationships (Perry, 2012). Likewise, Alvermann and McLean (2007) view literacy
“as a social practice that is culturally embedded within seemingly absent but always present
power structures such as class, race, and gender” (p. 3). Alvermann and McLean (2007) go on to
discuss the power of literacy in society and its impact on those who occupy the least desirable
positions in society. According to the scholars, “inherent in our conception of literacy is the
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power to position learners in certain ways, to privilege some and marginalize others, and to
restrict what counts and who counts” (Alvermann & McLean, 2007, p. 6). Hence, students, who
face challenges with the prevailing conceptions of what literacy should be, face challenges with
academic literacy while their own literacies go unnoticed.
Research investigating the role of identity and culture reinforces the NLS perspective that
literacy is a function of race, class, and gender. According to Leander and Zacher (2007),
identity is a socially constructed cultural practice which mirrors new literacies’ ideas about
literacy being a function of sociocultural practices. They propose that “identity is an individual
or group’s sense of self that is constructed through social interactions” (Leander & Zacher, 2007,
p. 138). Furthermore, they believe that literacy and identity have a symbiotic relationship in
which they act to influence and shape each other. For example, in their review of studies that
relate literacy and identity, Leander and Zacher (2007) found that social practices inside the
classroom shape identity, while identity also influences social practices in the classroom.
Jimenez and Teague (2007) build on the views of scholars like Leander and Zacher
(2007) and Alvermann and McLean (2007) regarding the sociocultural aspects of literacy and the
power inherent in literacy as it relates to English language learners (ELLs). In a review of
literature on literacy for ELLs, Jimenez and Teague (2007) identified the academic, linguistic,
and social needs of ELLs as they related to literacy. According to their findings, the literacy
practices in classrooms that serve ELLs are shaped by the concept of legitimacy, and by the idea
that society does not value other cultural practices (i.e., literacies). In the United States, in
particular, “only certain groups and their ways of speaking are granted respect and authority in
society” (Jimenez & Teague, 2007, p. 165). Therefore, groups who are not valued and who are
marginalized based on race, class, and gender lie outside academic discourse communities. This
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concern with legitimacy within and exclusion from academic discourse communities is echoed
with regard to African American youth as well (Love, 2012; Tatum, 2005; Wood & Jocius,
2013). According to Tatum (2005) and Love (2012), African American students also feel
excluded from such communities. Therefore, an emphasis on critical literacy allows for these
concerns to be addressed in a manner that gives voice and agency to marginalized communities.
Critical Literacy. Critical literacy has been defined in many ways as the concept has
continued to evolve. Critical literacy is the ability to actively, reflectively, and critically think
and employ various technologies and tools of communication for the purposes of recognizing,
interrogating, critiquing, challenging and accessing power structures that are designed to
maintain the status quo, to foster inequities and social injustice, and to limit the resources
available to low-income communities and communities of color (Coffey, 2011; Lankshear &
McLaren, 1993; Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). This definition of critical
literacy, upon which this research relies, synthesizes the iterations of the concept offered by
several scholars (Coffey, 2011; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004,
2005, 2007, 2008). For instance, Lankshear and McLaren (1993) argue that
critical literacy is an approach to teaching and learning committed to exploring how and
why particular social and cultural groups of persons occupy unequal political positions of
access to social structures. Rather than promoting any particular reading of any particular
group, critical literacy seeks to interrogate the historical and contemporaneous privileging
of and exclusion of groups of people and ideas from mainstream narratives. (as cited in
Bishop, 2014, p. 53)
Lankshear and McLaren’s (1993) conception of critical literacy makes a point of calling
attention to the issue of access to literacy and the resources that promote literacy. Morrell (2005)
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expands on these ideas by defining critical literacy as “literacies involving the consumption,
production, and distribution of print and new media texts by, with, and on behalf of marginalized
populations in the interests of naming, exposing, and destabilizing power relations; and
promoting individual freedom and expression” (p. 314). Morrell’s (2004, 2005, 2008) notion of
critical literacy implies that students have multiple literacies, challenges disempowering
practices while requiring the collaborative effort of societal stakeholders, and promotes the idea
that new technologies are vital to the effort. Coffey (2011), on the other hand, proposes that
reflection is a key component of critical literacy. Coffey (2011) attests that “critical literacy is the
ability to read texts in an active, reflective manner in order to better understand power,
inequality, and injustice in human relationships” (para. 1). For Luke (2012), critical literacy
encompasses “the use of the technologies of print and other media of communication to analyze,
critique, and transform the norms, rule systems, and practices governing the social fields of
everyday life” (p. 5). Luke’s (2012) version of critical literacy relies on “classical questions”
such as “What is ‘truth’? How is it presented and represented, by whom, and in whose interests?
Who should have access to which images and words, texts, and discourses? For what purposes?”
(Luke, 2012, p. 4). These foundational questions have been addressed in various ways based on
“regional and local cultural and policy contexts” (Luke, 2012, p. 5). Thus, critical literacy
education is complicated by contextual factors.
The concept of critical literacy has complicated roots that include critical social theory,
developed by members of the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, including Max
Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Erich Fromm, and Herbert Marcuse, among others (Shor, 1999;
Vasquez, 2017; Vasquez et al., 2019). “Critical social theorists are critical of what they see as
pervasive inequalities and injustices in everyday social relationships and arrangements”
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(Freeman & Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 7). Critical literacy is also rooted in John Dewey’s
constructivism, the social cognitivism of Lev Vygotsky, and Paulo Freire’s work on critical
pedagogy (Shor, 1999; Vasquez, 2017; Vasquez et al., 2019). According to Shor (1999), who
traces the roots of critical literacy and unites Dewey’s constructivism with Vygotsky’s social
cognitivism, Dewey thought “that school and society must be based in cooperation, democratic
relations, and egalitarian distribution of resources and authority” (p. 24). Dewey’s idea that “the
goal of education was to advance students’ ability to understand, articulate, and act
democratically in their social experience” (Shor, 1999, p. 19) aligns with Freire and Macedo’s
(1987) concept of critical literacy. As Freire (2005) advocates for a form of literacy instruction
that is both empowering and liberating for those oppressed by societal factors and practices
based on race, class, and gender, he also embraces the notion that literacy shapes issues of
identity, power, and personal agency. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 2005), a seminal
text in the field of critical pedagogy and critical literacy pedagogy, Freire (2005) discusses the
“banking model of education” and the balance of power between dominant and marginalized
communities. In contrast, he proposes an educational system in which colonized, oppressed, and
impoverished people can seek freedom from oppressive power structures through literacy
practices that enable them to recognize the societal mechanisms of their oppression. Empowered
with these practices, they can critique, challenge, and change those mechanisms. It is through
critical literacy that people can read the word to read the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987).
As a result of these philosophical influences, various orientations of critical literacy have
emerged. The three most prominent models of critical literacy include Luke and Freebody’s
(1999) Four Resources Model, Janks’ (2000, 2012, 2014) Interdependent Model, and Green’s
(1988) Three-Dimensional Model. According to the Four Resources Model (Luke & Freebody,
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1999), learners should be codebreakers, participants, creators, and consumers of text. Based on
Luke and Freebody’s (1999) model, learners should be able to recognize, understand, and utilize
the “codes” of communication as consumers and creators of text with the understanding that
texts are not neutral (Vasquez, 2017). Lankshear and Knobel (2004), however, criticized Luke
and Freebody’s (1999) model for its exclusion of digital technologies and offered a model of
their own that takes into consideration the realities of a digitized world (Vasquez, 2017). In
contrast, Janks’ (2000, 2012, 2014) Interdependent Model is grounded in the notion that there are
four interdependent elements or dimensions which interact with literacy and language in ways
that oppress some and benefit others (Vasquez et al., 2019). “The first [dimension] focuses on
language and power, the second on language identity and difference, the third on access to
socially valued goods, and the fourth on representation or design across a range of semiotic
modes in relation to options for redesign or transformation” (Janks, 2014, p. 350). The third
prominent model of critical literacy is Green’s (1988) Three-Dimensional Model, which contains
three dimensions of literacy that are always working together: the operational, the cultural, and
the critical. Green’s model has implications for making connections between literacy and culture
(Vasquez et al., 2019). However, a fourth model has emerged that embraces what Lewison et al.
(2002) refer to as “critical social practice”, which references engaging in specific critical
practices centered around four dimensions: disrupting the commonplace, interrogating multiple
viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical issues, and taking informed action and promoting social
justice (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al, 2008s). This fourth
orientation of critical literacy, upon which this research study relies, considers the contextual and
sociocultural factors that shape literacy. What is common across these competing models is that
critical literacy is a way of being, knowing, and critiquing the world that plays out not only in
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academic discourse communities (e.g., schools), but also in everyday life (Shor, 1999; Vasquez,
2017; Vasquez, Janks, & Comber, 2019).
Critical Literacy Pedagogy
Described as “educational activism” (Rogers et al., 2016, p. 307) and “an overtly political
orientation to teaching and learning” (Luke, 2012, p. 5), various ELA teachers have taken up
critical literacy pedagogy in their classrooms through deliberate curricular and instructional
choices. Referring to the methods and practice of teaching critical literacy, critical literacy
pedagogy (CLP) combines key aspects of current models of critical literacy that focus on the
relationship between language, literacy, identity, agency, power and sociocultural factors such as
race, class, and gender (Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; Rogers et al., 2016). The goal
of CLP is to develop both academic and critical literacies. Basically, students are to develop
critical thinking skills and voice in order to recognize, interrogate, critique, and challenge power
structures that foster social inequity and injustice. It is a practice advocated by Coffey (2011)
who explicates the need for teachers to foster the critical literacy of learners.
Teachers who facilitate the development of critical literacy encourage students to
interrogate societal issues and institutions like family, poverty, education, equity, and
equality in order to critique the structures that serve as norms as well as to demonstrate
how these norms are not experienced by all members of society. (Coffey, 2011, para. 2)
Thus, students are not positioned as passive receivers of texts, but instead as active creators and
possessors of knowledge and language, which they are encouraged and empowered to utilize in
deconstructing the texts they read and in constructing new, authentic texts of their own.
However, a criticism of CLP is its reliance on the use of alternative texts or
counternarratives, which are viewed as deficient by traditionalists, to teach critical literacy rather

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

43

than traditional texts (Behrman, 2006). This approach to critical literacy instruction proposes that
some traditional texts “minimize the impact of a particular event, [present] a problem from an
ethnocentric or gender-based viewpoint, or [consider] an activity within historically situated,
non-contemporaneous context(s)” and are not worthwhile to study (Behrman, 2006, p. 492). This
view of CLP assumes that canonical texts lack the efficacy that would allow students to confront
social issues in ways that do not promote racism, classism, and genderism (Behrman, 2006).
Similarly, Beck (2006) contends that critical literacy is “an attitude toward texts and discourses
that questions the social, political, and economic conditions under which those texts were
constructed” (p. 392), such that all texts, canonical or not, should be analyzed, questioned, and
deconstructed using the dispositions and practices of critical literacy. Therefore, “critical literacy
positions teachers and students into dialogues that create space for broader uses of literacy
beyond what is typically presented in school settings” (Lesley, 2008, p. 17). This relationship is
rooted in the idea of mutual exchange and co-creation of knowledge. According to Shor (1999),
the relationship between student and teacher is grounded in the concept of “mutuality” or “the
ethic of mutual development” (Shor, 1999, p. 13), which he credits to Freire (2005), and the
concept of “co-governance” (Shor, 1999, p. 13), or the process of designing a course curriculum
with students. More broadly, this calls for learning to be a mutual process in which power in the
classroom is shared or distributed between the students and teacher through the co-creation of
curriculum, knowledge, and texts. As a result, “teacher and students are perceived as the
reflective co-constructors of the best literacy practices” (Iyer, 2007, p. 162). Similarly, Behrman
(2006) avers that teachers and students must be collaborators in deconstructing, critiquing, and
constructing texts as well as society.
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McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) argue that educators can foster critical awareness in
students by marrying critical literacy with key concepts of reader response theory. According to
reader response theory, when people read, meaning is made through a transaction between the
reader and the text as readers bring their own experiences, thoughts, and feelings to bear in their
interpretation of the text (Rosenblatt, 1995). This allows readers to take efferent
(objective/factual interpretative) and aesthetic (subjective/emotional interpretative) stances when
reading and interpreting texts. McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) propose that readers also take
on
a critical stance [which] requires both the ability and the deliberate inclination to think
critically about—to analyze and evaluate—information sources (e.g., texts, media, lyrics,
hypertext); meaningfully question their origin and purpose; and take action by
representing alternative perspectives. (p. 53)
In practice, critical literacy also encourages readers to interrogate their positionality relative to
the text. McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) contend that “reading from a critical stance requires
not only reading and understanding the words but ‘reading the world’ and understanding a text’s
purpose so readers will not be manipulated by it” (p. 53). McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) aver
that because individuals interpret texts through the lens of their own experiences, individuals also
assume a critical stance when reading. “The goal is for readers to become text critics in everyday
life—to comprehend information sources from a critical stance as naturally as they comprehend
from the aesthetic and efferent stances” (McLaughlin and DeVoogd, 2004, pp. 53-54). This
critical stance is just as important and should be employed as naturally as the aesthetic and
efferent stances are in the reading process and in everyday life. Consequently, individuals need
explicit instruction in the academic and critical literacies in order to develop both the critical
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thinking skills and the critical consciousness that fosters a critical awareness as readers of not
only texts, but also of the world.
Key Components of Critical Literacy Pedagogy. Although critical literacy education is
highly dynamic and contextual in nature (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004), the principles of CLP
can be synthesized to reflect five basic components, upon which the current study relies: (a)
literacy is situated in specific contexts; (b) students and teachers rely on personal and cultural
resources to co-create curricular content; (c) in moving between the personal and social, there
should be an awareness of sociopolitical, cultural, and economic factors and their personal and
social impact; (d) literacy educators must take a critical stance; and (e) literacy educators must
engage in critical social practice (Lewison et al., 2008 as referenced by Bender-Slack & Young,
2016; see Table 1 for additional information). Despite the context-dependent nature of CLP, one
can design his or her practice of CLP and organize future study of CLP around these three core
beliefs and two core practices that comprise the five components of CLP (Bender-Slack &
Young, 2016; Bishop, 2014; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008).
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Table 1
Components of Critical Literacy Pedagogy
Component
Situated in specific
contexts
Personal and cultural
resources
Moving between the
personal and social
Critical stance

Critical social practice

Definition
The idea that the specific cultures and norms of the school can
hinder or support CLP.
The idea that students and teachers rely on personal and
cultural resources to co-create curricular content; Highly
contextual in nature.
The idea that one should be aware of sociopolitical, cultural,
and economic factors and their personal and social impact.
Taking a critical attitude towards literacy which involves four
dimensions: consciously engaging, entertaining alternative
ways of being, taking responsibility to inquire, and being
reflexive.
The process of engaging in critical practice that involves four
dimensions: disrupting the commonplace, interrogating
multiple viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical issues, and
taking informed action and promoting social justice.

The first component of CLP, literacy is situated in specific contexts, refers to the idea that
the culture or norms of the school can hinder or support the implementation of CLP. In their
ethnographic study of 29 preservice elementary and middle school teachers during a postsecondary teaching methods course taught by the researchers, Bender-Slack and Young (2016)
aimed to discover which of the six areas of ELA (reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing,
and visually representing) preservice teachers privileged over others in their teaching field
observations of their mentor teachers and how the privileging of some language arts over others
might influence their own teaching of critical literacy. Bender-Slack and Young (2016) found
that within the context of their field observations sites (elementary and middle schools),
preservice teachers infrequently reported observing the language arts areas of viewing and
visually representing. Instead, they more frequently observed that the areas of reading and
writing were privileged over the other four areas within the context of their school sites. By
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limiting instruction to two primary areas of ELA (reading and writing), teachers failed to expose
students to the full range of English language arts and students were not able to hone their skills
in the areas of spoken and visual language, thus limiting their ability to be fully realized as
critically literate learners.
The second component of CLP, students and teachers rely on personal and cultural
resources to co-create curricular content, refers to the resources upon which students and
teachers draw as they co-create curriculum. It is highly contextual in nature and proposes that
students and teachers bring to bear their personal and cultural resources in the co-creation of
curriculum. In their ethnographic study of K–8 preservice teachers, Bender-Slack and Young
(2016) found that the resources from which the participants’ mentor teachers had to draw in
order to create curriculum were constrained by curricular mandates and state and national highstakes testing requirements as well as the availability of these resources due to those mandates
and requirements. Therefore, the participants observed that their mentor teachers focused on
teaching reading and writing skills over the other four areas of ELA because of these constraints
and because high-stakes assessment models primarily rely on and test the English language arts
of reading and writing. Again, limiting their students’ ability to be authentic critically literate
learners.
On the other hand, the third component of CLP, moving between the personal and social,
requires an awareness of sociopolitical, cultural, and economic factors and their personal and
social impact as students and teachers move between personal and social contexts. According to
Bender-Slack and Young (2016), it is necessary for ELA teachers to teach all six of the language
arts in order to facilitate the development of critical literacy. Bender-Slack and Young (2016)
also claim that all of the language arts are necessary to affect the social change inherent in
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critical literacy. The researchers concluded that because the preservice teachers did not observe
viewing and visually representing text, those areas were neglected and constrained their mentor
teachers’ abilities to engage in critical literacy practices as viewing and visually representing text
are important aspects of teaching and learning critical literacy (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016).
The fourth component, taking a critical stance, refers to the attitude one takes toward
literacy and literacy instruction (Lewison et al., 2008 as referenced by Bender-Slack & Young,
2016). Taking a critical stance toward literacy and literacy instruction means (a) consciously
engaging in literacy and society; (b) entertaining alternative ways of being; (c) taking
responsibility to inquire; and (d) being reflexive thinkers. In this area, Bender-Slack and Young
(2016) found that the participants did not connect their observations of their mentor teachers to
the viewing and visually representing areas of ELA. This was evident when the participants did
not report observing their mentor teachers explicitly addressing the areas of viewing and visually
representing with their students. For the researchers, this represented a lack of conscious
engagement and entertainment of alternative ways of being. Because they did not report
observing the areas of viewing and visually representing, the research participants did not appear
to be inquiring about and questioning norms or displaying the reflexivity inherent to critical
literacy education.
Critical social practice, the fifth component of CLP, specifically speaks to the practices
and behaviors teachers can take up in the classroom in order to implement CLP. Of the four key
components of CLP, critical social practice specifically refers to the pedagogical practices that
can serve as a guide upon which teachers can base their instructional decisions (Behrman, 2006;
Bishop, 2014; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; McLaughlin and DeVoogd, 2004; see
Table 2 for additional information). Critical social practice has four interrelated dimensions that
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reflect critical literacy pedagogy in action: (a) disrupting the commonplace; (b) interrogating
multiple viewpoints; (c) focusing on sociopolitical issues; and (d) taking informed action and
promoting social justice.
Table 2
Critical Social Practice
Principle
Disrupting the
commonplace

Interrogating multiple
viewpoints

Explanation
Re-envisioning the
everyday human
experience;
Problematizing and
interrogating knowledge,
systems, and texts e.g.,
popular culture and
media.
Taking into consideration
diverse perspectives.

Practices
Problem-posing
Reading from a resistant
perspective
Critical media literacy
Use of multiple,
alternative texts
Juxtaposing texts, photos,
videos, lyrics

Focusing on sociopolitical
issues

Taking action and
promoting social justice

Actively reflecting and
envisioning the future

Calling attention to how the
relationship between
sociopolitical systems,
power, and language
construct reality.

Understanding how
language is used to
maintain power
relationships and using
language to exercise the
power to dismantle those
relationships.
Engaging in reflective
praxis and creating a
future vision.

Reading from a resistant
perspective
Use of multiple,
alternative texts
Juxtaposing texts, photos,
videos, lyrics
Reading supplementary
texts
Taking social action
Producing counter-texts
or counternarratives
Student-choice research
projects
Metacognitive and
reflective writing tasks
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Disrupting the commonplace, the first dimension of critical social practice, involves
reconceptualizing and understanding the everyday human experience by problematizing and
interrogating existing bodies of knowledge and texts, examining how people are positioned by
popular culture and media, by studying how language shapes identity and can work to maintain
or disrupt the status quo, and by developing and utilizing the language skills necessary to critique
these structures (Dharamshi, 2018; Lewison et al., 2002, 2008). This dimension of critical
literacy practice transitions teachers from a position of disempowerment in which they are
transmitters of knowledge to co-constructors of knowledge along with their students (e.g.,
problem-posing, reading from a resistant perspective, critical conversations, and critical media
literacy; Lewison et al., 2002; Wood & Jocius, 2013).
The second dimension of critical social practice, interrogating multiple viewpoints,
requires that one take into consideration the perspectives of others in order to understand the
human experience from another’s point of view (Dharamshi, 2018; Lewison et al., 2002, 2008).
Interrogating multiple viewpoints requires reflection and consideration of diverse perspectives by
questioning how texts are constructed and whose voices are heard or silenced in the text, by
acknowledging the voices of the marginalized, and by examining and creating counternarratives
that challenge narratives considered to be dominant (e.g. use of multiple, alternative, culturally
relevant texts; critical conversations; juxtaposing text with photos, videos, and lyrics; Lewison et
al., 2002; Wood & Jocius, 2013).
Focusing on sociopolitical issues, the third dimension of critical social practice, requires
recognizing how sociopolitical systems, power, and language work together to construct reality
(Lewison et al., 2002). The goal is to “interrogate how sociopolitical systems and power
relationships shape perceptions, responses, and actions” (Lewison et al., 2002, p. 383) and
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involves interrogating power relationships and one’s own positionality within sociopolitical
systems (e.g., reading supplementary and culturally relevant texts, critical conversations;
Lewison et al., 2002; Wood & Jocius, 2013).
In the fourth dimension of critical social practice, taking informed action and promoting
social justice, one is expected to actively engage in praxis by using language to exercise power,
by analyzing how language is used to maintain or dismantle power relations, by understanding
diverse cultural perspectives, and by bridging cultural gaps. This include creating collaborative
spaces, engaging in social action, producing counter-texts, and offered student-choice research
projects (Lewison et al., 2002; Wood & Jocius, 2013).
While Lewison et al. (2002, 2008) initially proposed the four dimensions of critical
literacy education that comprise critical social practice, Bishop (2014) expanded on their ideas
and added the fifth dimension of reflective praxis. However, reflexivity is already a dimension of
taking a critical stance, which encompasses what Bishop (2014) calls “reflecting on action” (p.
55). Therefore, it is not included here as a part of critical social practice for the purposes of this
study. McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) added to the conversation by pointing out the nature of
critical literacy as constantly evolving and adapting to contextual factors. In other words, there is
no one prescriptive model of CLP that fits every classroom situation (McLaughlin and DeVoogd,
2004). Each practitioner of CLP must adapt his or her practice of critical literacy pedagogy and
his or her critical social practice to fit the contextual needs of one’s classroom and students.
The Challenges of Utilizing Critical Literacy Pedagogy. The challenges facing ELA
teachers who adopt CLP vary based on the local context in which they teach and the
sociocultural nature of CLP, which is at odds with dominant skills-driven conception of literacy
as an individual’s ability to acquire a set of skills (Cho, 2015). “Translating critical literacy
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theory into practice therefore presents a difficult challenge demanding innovative and local
solutions” (Behrman, 2006, p. 491). Furthermore, as there is no conclusive definition or
orientation toward critical literacy, there is no set pedagogical method to which teachers can
subscribe. It is up to each individual teacher to employ the teaching strategies that promote the
kind of critical literacy education that speaks to each teacher’s student population (Behrman,
2006). Consequently, this may lead teachers and teacher educators to find “critical literacy
daunting, time-consuming, and confusing” (Cho, 2015, p. 70).
Riley (2015) suggests that the emphasis on standards, high-stakes testing, and
accountability poses challenges to teachers who engage in CLP as well. In a study of preservice
and in-service teachers in Hawaii, Cho (2015) found that the research participants were
apprehensive about utilizing CLP due to the fluid nature of the concept of critical literacy, which
is dependent on the varied “regional and local cultural and policy contexts” (Luke, 2012, p. 5) in
which the pedagogy is to be employed. The teachers were reluctant to implement CLP for three
primary reasons: (a) the pressure to implement common core state standards and to make certain
students pass skills-driven national and state standardized tests, (b) fear of resistance from
parents and the community, and (c) lack of understanding of critical literacy. For example,
teachers feared “the imposition of skills-driven national standards might narrow teaching of the
curriculum in schools, limiting the teacher in bridging children’s own worlds with that of school
literacy” (Cho, 2015, p. 72). Teaching the standards-driven curriculum through a critical lens
while honoring a student’s home culture garnered the fear that teachers might be presenting ideas
that are contrary to a student’s personal values (Cho, 2015). As a result, they feared resistance
from parents and the communities in which they taught. In addition to parental and communal
disapproval, teachers cited lack of a clear understanding of critical literacy as a challenge to
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implementing CLP, which speaks to the need for the inclusion of critical literacy education in
teacher preparation programs.
Still other practitioners and scholars have questioned when and where it is appropriate to
utilize CLP. Beck (2005) advocates for critical literacy, but questions whether it is appropriate to
teach it “in settings where student voices are deliberately discouraged and silenced” (p. 393)
including public institutions such as schools or prisons. According to Beck (2005) “literacy is an
act of knowing that empowers individuals because, through it, individuals simultaneously
discover their voices and their ethical responsibilities to use literacy for the improvement of their
world” (p. 394). As an agent of empowerment, CLP is entirely appropriate in any environment in
which teachers have a responsibility to foster a critical consciousness, and it requires teachers be
mindful of the issues that may be addressed in such an environment. “Teaching critical literacy
requires that the teacher highlight controversial, provocative issues in student-centered
discussions that encourage students to reflect on their own experiences and to make changes in
themselves and the world around them” (Beck, 2005, p. 399). Therefore, some argue that in the
most oppressive institutions, teachers and students may feel (or be) unsafe exercising the forms
of critique and expression at the heart of critical literacy. Still others contend that CLP would be
especially beneficial in these contexts as it requires individuals to recognize how society is
constantly evolving and how the needs of diverse learners are constantly evolving in response.
Outcomes of Utilizing Critical Literacy Pedagogy. Despite the challenges in
implementation, CLP results in positive outcomes for students and teachers. CLP theorists and
practitioners seek to increase student learning and the likelihood of positive academic outcomes
by placing value on and centering the communities, cultures, and “lived experiences of diverse
students” in academic settings (Lopez, 2011, p. 75). Among the affordances of CLP is the idea
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that students benefit from and develop agency “by allowing students to recognize how language
is affected by and affects social relations” (Behrman, 2006, p. 490). Therefore, “how teachers
negotiate critical literacy practices depends very much on the affordances of their place and the
students in the room” (Vasquez et al., 2019, p. 300). Furthermore, among the affordances of CLP
is the notion that critical literacy opens the door to the possibility that teachers can foster true
democratic ideals in opposition to hegemonic ideals in their classrooms (Breunig, 2009).
As the critical literacy conversation has evolved, scholars have also advocated that
critical literacy can be used to address issues of xenophobia and cultural diversity. Referencing
Coffey (2011), Lopez (2011) states that
becoming critically literate means that students have mastered the ability to read and
critique messages and learn to ‘read’ in a reflective manner. By reading alternative texts
and producing counter-texts, students can begin to examine how their cultures and
identities are represented or mis-represented. (p. 78)
For example, Phelps (2010) argues that the post 9/11 political and global climate demands that
students gain a better understanding of the Muslim world through critical literacy. This holds
true today as xenophobia and misconceptions about the Muslims community continue to grow.
A critical literacy lens helps reveal the social functions of texts in positioning individuals
and groups of people. Texts are not neutral representations of reality, but rather socially
constructed artifacts that represent particular points of views while silencing others and
[influencing] people’s ideas. (Luke & Freebody, 1999, para. 20, as cited by Phelps, 2010,
p. 192)
Phelps (2010) proposes that schools implement a critical literacy study of Islam utilizing
nonfiction texts to combat misconceptions and stereotypes. Consequently,
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taken as a set of social practices, critical literacy can help students reconceptualize their
views of Islam, their understanding of what it means to be Muslim in the United States,
and their appreciation of what it means to be bicultural. (Phelps, 2010, p. 192)
Phelps’ (2010) concept of critical literacy in relationship to its usefulness in addressing issues of
religion and culture through the reading of nonfiction is in line with Freire’s (2005) concept of
critical pedagogy and builds on McLaughlin and DeVoogd’s (2004) and Beck’s (2005) positions
that a critical stance in reading and interpreting texts is needed to foster a critical consciousness
in students.
Critical Literacy Pedagogy and Students of Color. This concern with the outcomes of
CLP in the classroom can be extended to address how CLP shapes educational and life outcomes
for students of color, particularly African American students. Morrell’s (2004) two-year
ethnographic study of urban youth of color addresses these concerns by foregrounding the
development of academic and critical literacies as the students who participated in the study
worked to become critical researchers of the popular culture they consume and that shapes their
lived experiences daily. For Morrell (2004), foregrounding the academic and critical literacies of
urban youth of color, such as African American youth, advances the goal of increasing academic
achievement and access to higher education, as academic and critical literacy skills are
foundational skills for achieving success in high school and beyond. In addition, Morrell’s
(2008) work with urban youth of color reflects the notion that critical literacy education is
beneficial to low-income communities and communities of color, like the African American
community, through its incorporation of culturally relevant texts, critical conversations, and
collaboration amongst stakeholders as described by Haddix (2009, 2010). For instance, Morrell’s
(2008) ethnographic study of urban secondary ELA students suggests that urban youth of color
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benefit from critical literacy education as demonstrated through the writing of his research
participants. Using popular culture as a gateway to the study of canonical texts, Morrell (2008)
found that the students were able to demonstrate critical literacy in multiple ways in response to
deliberate instructional decisions and interventions designed to foster their academic and critical
literacies. After collecting the achievement data of a secondary ELA class, Morrell (2008)
examined the writing samples of four students, who were demographically representative of the
student population and described as “average” and “underperforming,” for the effective use of
rhetoric to make, support, and sustain an argument; and make connections between larger
sociopolitical issues and themselves, a key aspect of developing academic and critical literacies.
Morrell (2008) concluded that the research participants were able to demonstrate “critical
comprehension” (p. 97) by decoding and analyzing challenging texts and by composing cogent
arguments using rhetorical strategies indicative of their ability to interrogate, critique, and
challenge texts, as consumers and producers of texts themselves, in resistance to prevailing
perceptions of their literacies as deficient. According to Morrell (2008), the participants’ writing
demonstrated an agency and ownership of their scholarship that had not been visible prior to
their exposure to critical literacy pedagogy.
Morrell’s (2004, 2008) work centers the critical literacy conversation around the
fundamental concepts of identity, agency, and power that drive critical literacy theory and
pedagogy. Likewise, Cipolle (2010) believes that literacy education should be viewed as social
activism that is designed to address issues of identity, agency, equity, and power as well as
establish ways to promote academic and critical literacy, improve academic performance, foster
a critical consciousness, and promote civic engagement for all. According to Cipolle (2010),
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education becomes an act of social justice when seen as part of a larger democratic
process dedicated to equality and equity in schools and in society. Teachers seek to
connect the curriculum to students’ lives and the world around them and guide students in
critical inquiry, reflection, and action so they can identify and solve problems. Based on
the democratic values of freedom, justice, and equality, teaching results in questioning
the status quo and becomes an act of resistance against injustices. (p. 8)
This view of literacy education is grounded in the concept of social action and foregrounds the
principles of critical literacy and critical literacy pedagogy as acts of social activism aimed at
identifying, challenging, and correcting social injustice. Hence, this view of literacy education as
social activism can apply to literacy pedagogies aimed at improving teaching and learning in
low-income communities and communities of color, such as the African American community
(Callins, 2006; Cipolle, 2010; Delpit, 2006; Freire, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2001, 2009; Lopez,
2011; Morrell, 2004, 2005, 2008).
Teachers’ Beliefs and Instructional Practices
Over the last fifty years, several studies have investigated the nature of beliefs and
scholars have defined beliefs in many ways (Bandura, 1986; Haney et al., 2002; Kagan, 1992;
Mansour, 2009; Miller & Satchwell, 2006; Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1968). For example, Pajares
(1992) defines belief as an “individuals’ judgment of the truth or falsity of a proposition, a
judgment that can only be inferred from a collective understanding of what human beings say,
intend, and do” (p. 316). According to Pajares (1992), beliefs are formed based on one’s opinion,
which distinguishes beliefs from knowledge, as knowledge is based on factual information. This
aligns with Haney et al.’s (2002) notion that beliefs are “the personal convictions or ideas one
holds. Clusters of beliefs form attitudes or action agendas . . . [Theory] holds that people tend to
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act according to their beliefs” (p. 171). As Pajares (1992) and Haney et al. (2002) emphasize the
idea that beliefs are personal opinions that motivate people to action, Cross (2009) emphasizes
the communal nature of beliefs, claiming that beliefs are also formed by people’s interactions
within social groups. Cross (2009) states that beliefs are “embodied conscious and unconscious
ideas and thoughts about oneself, the world, and one’s position in it, developed through
membership in various social groups” (p. 326; emphasis added). For Cross (2009), the context in
which people develop their beliefs is an important determining factor in how they develop those
beliefs. By Cross’ (2009) definition, it is also necessary for the individual to consider their
beliefs to be true. Cross (2009) avers
beliefs are personal, stable, and often reside at a level beyond the individual’s immediate
control or knowledge . . . They are considered to be very influential in determining how
individuals frame problems and structure tasks and are thought to be strong predictors of
human behavior. (p. 326)
Not only does Cross’ (2009) definition emphasize the connection between one’s beliefs and
human behavior as well as the idea that beliefs are shaped by the social groups people form, but
it also emphasizes the unconscious nature of beliefs as a motivating factor in human behavior.
Nevertheless, the consensus amongst scholars is that beliefs are the determining factor in how
one behaves, even in the classroom. They are also (a) difficult to define, (b) personal and deeply
held, and (c) accepted as being true (Bandura, 1986; Cross, 2009; Haney et al., 2002; Kagan,
1992; Pajares, 1992; Talbot & Campbell, 2014).
The Nature of Teachers’ Beliefs. Despite challenges in defining, identifying, and
classifying teachers’ beliefs, the complex, interconnected, and dynamic nature of teacher beliefs
has spurred scholars to generate and explore more nuanced notions of the connections between
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teachers’ beliefs, instructional practices, teacher positionality, and classroom context (Barrot,
2016; Cross, 2009; Donaghue, 2003; Haney et al., 2002; Talbot & Campbell, 2014). Talbot and
Campbell (2014), for instance, contend that teachers’ beliefs should be conceived of as
“‘collections of beliefs’ [or] a belief system where multiple individual beliefs inform
instructional decisions and actions, sometimes by harmoniously converging to inform instruction
and sometimes, based on the circumstances, competing, with one belief taking priority over
others” (p. 420). Extending on Talbot and Campbell’s (2014) notion of teachers’ beliefs as a
“system,” Barrot (2016) explains teachers’ beliefs as a “network” that functions in conjunction
with a teacher’s knowledge and ideas. In addition, Barrot (2016) avers that, “teachers are active
decision-makers who make choices as to the whats and hows of teaching based on the network of
knowledge, beliefs, and thoughts” (p. 155). While Barrot (2016) emphasizes the idea that
teachers base their instructional decisions and practices on more than just their belief systems,
scholars have noted the contradictory, competitive, and contextual nature of teachers’ belief
systems (Mansour, 2009; Talbot & Campbell, 2014; Thomson & Nietfeld, 2016).
Because teachers are “active decision-makers” who base their instructional decisions and
practices, in part, on their belief system (Barrot, 2016), several scholars have noted the
importance of teachers’ beliefs to classroom practice and have argued for emphasizing teachers’
beliefs in teacher education programs (Mansour, 2009; Thomson & Nietfeld, 2016). For
example, Thomson and Nietfeld (2016), whose mixed-methods research study focuses on
connections between beliefs, practices, and content knowledge, argue for teachers to become
more cognizant of their beliefs as they relate to teaching and learning. Specifically, they contend
that “teacher’s belief systems play a pivotal role in how they interpret pedagogical knowledge,
how they conceptualize teaching tasks, and subsequently how they enact their teaching
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decisions” (Thomson & Nietfeld, 2016, p. 360). These findings have implications for teaching
and learning in general, and for teaching and learning in teacher education programs specifically.
According to Mansour (2009), beliefs are “the most valuable psychological construct to teacher
education” (p. 25) by virtue of the possibility that “understanding teachers’ beliefs about
teaching and how these are connected to content knowledge and classroom practices will help
teacher educators provide the kinds of training and experiences needed for teachers to implement
quality instruction in classrooms” (Thomson & Nietfeld, 2016, p. 360; emphasis added). Hence,
defining and understanding teachers’ beliefs and their relationship to instructional practices is
essential to the teaching and learning process (Barrot, 2016; Mansour, 2009; Thomson &
Nietfeld, 2016).
The Challenges of Defining Teachers’ Beliefs. Defining and identifying teachers’
beliefs and clarifying the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices has proved
challenging as scholars have found that teachers’ personal beliefs guide their decisions about
pedagogy and curriculum more so than research-based best practices due to several factors
(Barrot, 2016; Donoghue, 2003; Thomas & Nietfield, 2016). First, teachers’ beliefs can be
informed by their own experiences as students. For example, in a case study of five English as a
Second Language (ESL) teachers’ beliefs and practices about ESL pedagogy, Barrot (2016)
found that teachers’ beliefs were influenced by their personal learning experiences more so than
teacher education programs. Second, the professional context in which teachers work can also
influence their beliefs, perceptions, judgment, and choices about classroom practices,
curriculum, and materials (Barrot, 2016; Pajares, 1992; Savasci & Berlin, 2012; Talbot &
Campbell, 2014). Third, a teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices can be shaped
by their epistemic beliefs. Educational beliefs are teachers’ beliefs about school and students
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while epistemic beliefs are beliefs about the nature of knowledge (Pajares, 1992). Cross’ (2009)
collective case study of five secondary math teachers, for instance, revealed that the teachers’
beliefs, in general, influenced their instructional decisions and that their epistemological beliefs
about mathematics, specifically, were most influential in the development of their educational
beliefs.
Furthermore, Kagan (1992) contends that “teachers are often unaware of their own
beliefs, they do not always possess the language with which to describe and label their beliefs,
and they may be reluctant to espouse them publicly” (p. 66). Kagan’s (1992) claims are
supported by Kagan and Tippins’ (1991) previous study. In their effort to find alternative ways to
discern teachers’ beliefs, Kagan and Tippins (1991) conducted a qualitative narrative study in
which 46 (24 in-service and 22 preservice) teachers were given narrative cases of classroom
scenarios, asked to provide an analysis and solution, and write narratives in response. The
teachers’ responses were used to determine the beliefs teachers held in reaction to the narrative
cases. Unfortunately, the researchers found that some teachers were not always able to
communicate their beliefs explicitly in writing given certain restrictions. For example, when
teachers were given specific narrative cases or scenarios to which to respond, their responses
were limited by the background information, details of the narrative case, and the constraints of
the problem-solution style writing task, making it more difficult for researchers to discern their
beliefs. However, when given the opportunity to write the details of the cases themselves, their
responses were more candid, and the researchers were better able to discern the teachers’ beliefs
regarding the cases. Thus, Kagan and Tippins (1991) conclude that when given the tools and
freedom to do so, the teachers were able to express their beliefs through writing their own
narrative cases of classroom scenarios. Hence, scholars agree that teachers’ beliefs, which can be
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influenced by personal circumstances and contextual factors, are a complicated, interconnected,
and dynamic system.
Teachers’ Educational Beliefs. Despite the challenges, several scholars have attempted
to categorize teachers’ beliefs (Behrmann & Souvignier, 2013; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Pajares,
1992). Pajares (1992), after all, distinguishes between a teacher’s epistemological, efficacy, and
educational beliefs. While epistemological beliefs refer to beliefs about the nature of knowledge
itself, efficacy beliefs refer to one’s belief in one’s ability to perform effectively. Educational
beliefs, on the other hand, refer to “teachers’ attitudes about education – about schooling,
teaching, learning, and students” (Pajares, 1992, p. 316), or teachers’ viewpoints on the nature of
school, teaching, learning, and students. Pajares (1992) goes on to further describe teachers’
educational beliefs by claiming that teachers hold educational beliefs about specific content
areas, such as reading or math, and instructional practices or teaching methods regarding the
content areas. As described by Pajares (1992) and Fives and Buehl (2013), educational beliefs
encompass what Behrmann and Souvignier (2013) describe as pedagogical content beliefs,
which are teachers’ beliefs about teaching a specific content area. In line with the Talbot and
Campbell’s (2014) notion of teachers’ belief systems, Behrmann and Souvignier (2013) suggest
that teachers not only have specific beliefs about subjects or content areas, but also about student
characteristics, such as demographics and academic performance levels, which might be an
important factor in linking teacher beliefs with student achievement.
Recognizing the relationship between beliefs and behaviors, several scholars have
attempted to define teachers’ beliefs and explore the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and
classroom practices (Barrot, 2016; Mansour, 2009; Talbot & Campbell, 2014; Thomson &
Nietfeld, 2016). There is ample empirical evidence of how teachers’ educational beliefs shape
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students’ experiences in the classroom by virtue of teachers’ instructional practices (Farrell &
Guz, 2019; Farrell & Ives, 2015; Mansour, 2009; Mansour, 2013; Palak and Walls, 2009;
Savasci & Berlin, 2012; Speer, 2008; Talbot & Campbell, 2014). Studies of the relationship
between teachers’ beliefs and practices have produced findings pertaining to several main issues:
beliefs about self, pedagogical content, contextual factors such as mandated curricular reforms
and school culture, congruency between beliefs and teaching practices, direct-transmissive
versus constructivist approaches to teaching, and students.
Extending on Pajares’ (1992) notions about the various types of teacher beliefs, Fives and
Buehl (2012) further classify teachers’ educational beliefs. According to Fives and Buehl (2012),
teachers’ educational beliefs cover a range of topics that can be divided into six categories,
which include beliefs about: (a) self, (b) students, (c) context, (d) content, (e) approaches to
teaching, and (f) teaching practices (see Table 3 for a description of each category). As the
purpose of this study was to describe teachers’ educational beliefs and practices regarding
critical literacy and critical literacy pedagogy within the context of an Early College High School
(ECHS), this study spans Fives and Buehl’s (2012) six categories of educational beliefs.
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Table 3
Categories of Educational Beliefs
Category
Self
Students

Description
Beliefs related to one’s identity, self-efficacy, or role as a
teacher.
Beliefs about student characteristics (e.g., learning outcomes,
demographics, diversity, ability).

Context

Beliefs about the influence of the people, environment, or
sociocultural circumstances.

Content

Beliefs about teaching and learning within a particular
content area (e.g., mathematics, English language arts,
science, social studies).
Beliefs about philosophies of education and teaching
orientations (e.g., Constructivism, Progressivism,
Essentialism, Social Reconstructionism, Pragmatism).
Beliefs about specific instructional practices and strategies
(e.g., graphic organizers, online learning tools,
differentiation, cooperative learning, inquiry-based
instruction).

Approaches to teaching
Instructional practices

Beliefs About Self. Teachers’ beliefs about self are teachers’ beliefs about their identity,
efficacy, or role as a teacher (Fives & Buehl, 2012). According to Enyedy et al. (2005), for
example, teachers’ beliefs are part of a teacher’s identity and are a central component of identity
construction. In their effort to investigate a link between teacher identity and teaching practices,
Enyedy et al. (2005) conducted a qualitative case study in which they compared two science
teachers’ professional identities and teaching practices as they related to implementing an
inquiry-based science curriculum. Enyedy et al. (2005) found that differences in the teachers’
practices could be attributed to the teachers experiencing conflicting beliefs, goals, and
knowledge, all of which are components of teacher identity. Other studies have investigated the
relationship between teacher beliefs and teacher self-efficacy (Fives et al., 2007; Knobluach &
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Hoy, 2008; Muijs & Reynolds, 2002). Muijs and Reynolds (2002), for instance, conducted a
quantitative examination of the relationship between teacher behaviors, beliefs, efficacy, content
knowledge, and student achievement. After collecting quantitative data on the mathematics
achievement of 2148 primary school students and the beliefs, behaviors, and efficacy of 103
primary school teachers in the United Kingdom, Muijs and Reynolds (2002) concluded that
student achievement was indirectly impacted by teacher beliefs through their influence on
teacher behaviors. Still other studies have examined teacher beliefs about their role in the
classroom (Bryan, 2003; Mansour, 2008). In a qualitative case study of the beliefs of a preservice
elementary school teacher about teaching science, Bryan (2003) found that the teacher held
competing beliefs about teaching and learning science content and about her role and the role of
the students in that process, which were apparent in the differences between the teacher’s
espoused beliefs and observed teaching practices.
Beliefs About Students. Finally, there are several studies that address the relationship
between teachers’ beliefs, instructional practices, and students (Behrmann & Souvignier, 2013;
Miller & Satchwell, 2006; Plata et al., 2017). Beliefs about student include teachers’ beliefs
about student characteristics (e.g., learning outcomes, demographics, diversity, ability). Scholars
contend that teachers’ daily classroom practices and decisions are shaped by teachers’ beliefs
about learning and their beliefs about their students’ ability to perform academically according to
curricular mandates (Jenkins, 2018; Miller & Satchwell, 2006). For example, Miller &
Satchwell’s (2006) ethnographic study of post-secondary teachers’ beliefs about literacy in
Further Education (FE) colleges (post-secondary institutions) in the United Kingdom and their
effect on teacher and student expectations found that “teachers’ beliefs about students’ potential
academic achievement are…shaped by their beliefs about the nature of knowledge . . .
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learning[and] literacy” (p. 138). In other words, their educational beliefs about students were
influenced by their epistemic beliefs about knowledge, learning, and literacy. Similarly, Plata et
al. (2017) studied preservice teachers’ beliefs about factors that negatively impact the academic
achievement of African American, Hispanic, and low-income European American students.
Ultimately, they found that preservice teachers held naïve beliefs about the negative factors that
influence the academic achievement of African American, Hispanic, and low-income European
American students. Specifically, family socioeconomic status (SES) and parents’ educational
expectations were the most endorsed factors when the preservice teachers were asked to identify
factors they believed inhibited African American students’ academic achievement. In fact, more
than twice as many preservice teachers believed family SES inhibited achievement for African
American students more so than for low-income European American students. Considering the
tendency for teachers to have lower expectations for African American students (Papageorge et
al. 2016; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007), this finding is especially concerning. Plata et al.’s (2017)
results confirm that the beliefs that teachers hold about students and student learning outcomes
are critical in determining the decisions teachers make about their instructional practices.
Context Beliefs. Researchers have addressed the topic of teachers’ beliefs and practices
regarding contextual factors such as the environment, school culture, or state and schoolmandated education reforms in various content areas. Therefore, context beliefs are beliefs
derived from the influence of the context or environment, people, or sociocultural circumstances
in which the teacher functions (Lumpe et al., 2000). Context beliefs also became relevant for
Farrell and Ives (2014) as their case study of a L2 reading teacher revealed the relevance of
context and its influence on teachers’ beliefs and practices. Although the Farrell and Ives’ (2014)
study did not focus on context beliefs, specifically, and did not reveal significant findings
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relevant to context beliefs, the research participant stated that, as a result of the study, he had
begun to consider which of his beliefs and practices were “constrained or encouraged by the
context” in which he taught (Farrell & Ives, 2015, p. 605). However, Lumpe et al. (2000) did
conduct a study specific to context beliefs. With the intent of developing a tool to assess
teachers’ context beliefs, Lumpe et al. (2000) conducted a mixed-method investigation of 130
science teachers’ beliefs about teaching science within specific contexts. In the end, Lumpe et al.
(2000) developed the Context Beliefs about Teaching Science (CBATS) assessment with which
to evaluate teacher beliefs about the contextual factors that influence their classroom practices.
Lumpe et al. (2000) found that teachers contextual beliefs were related to their personal agency
beliefs and that teachers in the study expressed positive context beliefs which positively
correlated with their self-efficacy or capability beliefs. Personal agency beliefs are “evaluative
beliefs comparing a person’s goals with the consequences of their pursuit of those goals” (Lumpe
et al., 2000, p. 277). They are comprised of capability beliefs, which are beliefs about one’s
ability to attain a goal within a particular context, and context beliefs. It should be noted that the
concept of capability beliefs can be equated to Bandura’s (1977) concept of self-efficacy. Lumpe
et al.’s (2000) study has implications for teacher professional development and teacher
preparation programs as the scholars concluded that more attention should be paid to teacher
professional development as it relates to context beliefs.
In a qualitative case study of four urban high school science teachers’ beliefs as related to
constructivism, Savasci and Berlin (2012) corroborated the notion that teachers hold context
beliefs. Savasci and Berlin (2012) reported that teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices were
influenced by the state-mandated content standards that drove the curriculum and by the school
context in which they taught. Savasci and Berlin (2012) also found inconsistencies between the
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teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices and concluded that the school context, a public versus
private school setting, played a role in shaping their classroom practices.
Content Beliefs. Content beliefs are teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning within
a particular content area (e.g., mathematics, English language arts, science, social studies).
Scholars have made several attempts to determine the subjects about which teachers frequently
develop educational beliefs by expanding on the range of topics about which teachers have
specific educational beliefs. For example, scholars have investigated teachers’ educational
beliefs regarding school or curriculum reforms and implementation in the areas of science, math,
and teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) amongst a myriad of other topics
(Barrot, 2016; Cross, 2009; Farrell & Guz, 2019; Farrell & Ives, 2015; Haney et al., 2002;
Lumpe et al., 2000; Mansour, 2009; Savasci & Berlin, 2012; Speer, 2008; Talbot & Campbell,
2014; Vartuli, 2005). In their sequential explanatory mixed-methods study of 132 elementary
teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding implementing mandated science education reforms, for
instance, Thomson and Nietfeld (2016) explored the relationship between the teachers’ science
content knowledge; educational, epistemological, and efficacy beliefs; and classroom behaviors
and practices. Thomson and Nietfeld (2016) found that the teachers held various connecting
educational, epistemological, and efficacy beliefs that shaped how they implemented mandated
reforms. Thus, Thomson and Nietfeld (2016) claim that “teachers’ belief systems play a pivotal
role in how they interpret pedagogical knowledge, how they conceptualize teaching tasks, and
subsequently how they enact their teaching decisions” (p. 360).
Farrell and Ives’ (2014) case study of a second language (L2) reading teacher in Canada,
for example, investigated the relationship between the teacher’s self-reported content beliefs
about teaching and learning L2 reading skills and his observed instructional practices as well as
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the impact of reflection on those beliefs and practices. Farrell and Ives’ (2014) main goal of the
study was to encourage teachers to engage in reflexive practice in order to be able to discern
their beliefs and practices, to determine how their beliefs and practices influence each other, and
to stress the importance of examining one’s beliefs and practices. The scholars found that the
research subject held beliefs that were mostly consistent with his practices; however, there were
some beliefs that were inconsistent or not readily apparent and verbalized by the research
participant. For example, the research participant consistently demonstrated a belief in the
practice of skimming and scanning texts, which was evident in his instructional practices as he
consistently used instructional strategies aimed at accomplishing this goal. He also consistently
demonstrated his belief in fostering listening, speaking, writing, and critical thinking skills
through his instructional practices. However, there was a divergence between beliefs and
practices as some of his beliefs were not practiced consistently from class to class. Farrell and
Ives (2014) also found that some classroom practices emerged as a result of reflexive journaling,
which had not been previously articulated by the research participant. For example, the research
participant expressed that through engaging in reflexive practice by way of journaling and
discussion with the researchers, he became more aware of his tendency to teach his students
using various step-by-step processes as part of his daily instructional practices. Ultimately, the
study revealed the need for teachers to become more cognizant of their beliefs through reflection
and consistently examine their own instructional practices through self-evaluation. Each of these
studies has implications for teaching, learning, and teacher education as scholars expand their
knowledge of teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices.
Beliefs About Approaches to Teaching. Beliefs about approaches to teaching include
teachers’ philosophies of education and teaching orientations (e.g., Constructivism,
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Progressivism, Essentialism, Social Reconstructionism, Pragmatism). There are several studies
that address the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding direct-transmissive
versus constructivist approaches to teaching and learning. For instance, Jenkins’ (2018)
qualitative case study of four secondary teachers across the content areas of math, science,
English, and social studies examined their beliefs and practices about disciplinary literacy
instruction. The study, which took place as the teachers engaged in a schoolwide effort to
improve disciplinary or content area literacy, produced similar findings to Behrmann and
Souvignier (2013) regarding the connection between beliefs and instructional practices. Jenkins’
(2018) found that when teachers believed and engaged in direct-transmissive or explicit
instruction of disciplinary literacy strategies within their specific content areas, students learned
the content and took ownership of their learning by employing the same literacy strategies across
all four content areas.
In a mixed-methods study of preservice teachers’ pedagogical content beliefs about
reading instruction and their relationship to student achievement, Behrmann and Souvignier
(2013) found that gains in reading achievement were positively correlated with teachers’ directtransmissive instructional beliefs and practices rather than with indirect instructional methods,
such as the teachers’ constructivist beliefs and practices. Direct-transmissive instructional beliefs
and practices are predicated upon teacher-centered, explicit instruction while constructivism is an
approach to teaching and learning in which instruction is learner-centered as students form new
knowledge from their own prior experiences. Behrmann and Souvignier’s (2013) results indicate
that there is a correlation between teachers’ educational beliefs and student achievement.
Beliefs About Instructional Practices. Beliefs about instructional practices involve
beliefs about specific teaching practices and instructional strategies (e.g., graphic organizers,
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online learning tools, differentiation, cooperative learning, inquiry-based instruction). Studies
about teachers’ beliefs as they relate to their teaching practices have had mixed results regarding
investigating the congruency between teachers’ beliefs and practices. Knotts’ (2016) qualitative
case study of one first-year secondary English language arts (ELA) teacher’s classroom practices
as they related to adopting a critical teaching stance, for example, corroborated Savasci and
Berlin’s (2012) conclusions about the influence of curricular constraints and school context. In
Knotts’ (2016) study, the teacher expressed a belief in student-centered critical education, which
Knotts (2016) describes as a critical stance towards teaching and learning that questions and
challenges the status quo or traditional, teacher-centered instructional practices and ideologies.
Knotts (2016) found that there was dissonance between the teacher’s stated beliefs and
instructional practices due to the constraints of a traditional curriculum and school context versus
a curriculum and school context that favors experiential and service learning.
In their four-week qualitative case study of the beliefs and practices of a secondary math
teacher who was implementing reforms mandated by the school’s administration, Talbot and
Campbell (2014) found that two central beliefs emerged as dominant in the research participant’s
collection of beliefs/belief system: a belief in motivation and the teacher’s role as interpreter in
the classroom. These dominant beliefs guided the research participant’s instructional practices
and were consistent with the participant’s practices and behaviors in the classroom. However, the
researchers also found what they describe as “tension” between the two beliefs within the
participant’s belief system as the two beliefs did not always converge with each other, which
bore out in the classroom when the participant’s beliefs in the use of motivation conflicted with
the strategies they used as teacher-interpreter. Talbot and Campbell (2014) ultimately conclude
that teachers have a dynamic collection of beliefs, which shape their instructional practices
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within particular contexts and may or may not be consistent with their instructional practices and
classroom behaviors. As a result, there may be friction between a teacher’s beliefs and
instructional practices that can result in an incongruity between those beliefs and practices
(Barrot, 2016; Talbot & Campbell, 2014).
In contrast, others have reported congruency between teachers’ beliefs and practices. For
example, in a case study of two in-service secondary school English teachers’ conceptions of
literacy and their own pedagogical practices, Shoffner et al. (2010) found that the teachers’
conceptions of literacy were consistent with their instructional practices, and they often used
instructional strategies that were aligned with their educational beliefs. Furthermore, Shoffner et
al. (2010) found that each teacher utilized instructional strategies that promoted collaboration
and communication and capitalized on the multiliteracies each student brought to their English
classrooms.
Deal and White’s (2006) case study of the literacy beliefs and practices of two novice
elementary teachers sought to determine how the factors that influenced their educational beliefs
and practices evolved over time. Deal and White (2006) conclude that not only was their
consistency between the teachers’ beliefs and practices, but also that they were consistent with
the principles of effective literacy instruction as described by the researchers. “Effective teachers
have high expectations for all students, understand and know their students’ instructional levels
and abilities, monitor student progress, and encourage continuous improvement and growth”
(Deal & White, 2006, p. 326). The researchers conclude that teacher preparation, school context,
and personal dispositions influenced the study participants’ consistent beliefs and practices (Deal
& White, 2006).
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Summary and Implications of Literature Review
Society’s definition of literacy must change as society evolves, and educators must
reconsider the labels that are placed on students. Society and schools are preoccupied with labels
and categories, such as literate and illiterate, that can sometimes be detrimental to the
development and motivation of students. For instance, the term illiterate is stigmatizing and
places the bearer of the label in a position in which they are considered “a social and academic
pariah in a society that privileged book learning” (Alvermann & McLean, 2007, p. 1).
Unfortunately, many African American students bear this label among others assigned to them
by society. Therefore, Alvermann and McLean (2007) propose that if one considers these labels
as circumstances rather than identities then the nature of literacy instruction would change.
Creswell and Poth (2018) write, “race and racism is deeply embedded within the
framework of American society . . . and [have] directly shaped the U.S. legal system and the
ways people think about the law, racial categories, and privilege” (p. 30). It is important that
African American adolescents understand this idea, which the current educational system does
not acknowledge despite its role in replicating and reinforcing the disadvantages of racism,
classism, and genderism (Morrell, 2004, 2005, 2008). Therefore, it is the responsibility of
literacy educators within this system to teach their students how to interrogate, critique,
challenge, and change the status quo (Coffey, 2011; Delpit, 2006). Teachers must help students
develop the academic and critical literacies necessary to understand “the culture of power”
(Delpit, 2006, p. 24) with “codes of power” (Delpit, 2006, p. 40) in order for students to
understand and utilize these concepts for themselves. According to Delpit (2006), teachers
must take the responsibility to teach, to provide for students who do not already possess
them, the additional codes of power . . . They must be encouraged to understand the value
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of the code they already possess as well as to understand the power realities in this
country. Otherwise, they will be unable to work to change these realities. (p. 40)
Not only should African American students be taught the academic skills necessary to
accomplish this, but they need teachers who intentionally use instructional practices that aid
students in developing the critical literacy skills necessary for negotiating this “culture of power”
(Delpit, 2006, p. 24; Ladson-Billings, 2001, 2009; Morrell, 2004, 2005, 2008).
Literacy instruction, therefore, must be responsive to the needs of African American
students who face challenges in achieving positive educational outcomes that stem from racism,
classism, and genderism. The question then becomes how do educators help students develop
both the academic literacy and critical consciousness necessary to face these challenges and
become empowered to use their voices as agents of social change in a hegemonic democracy?
Accordingly, educators can have this conversation and facilitate or disrupt hegemony by
engaging in culturally appropriate instructional practices that foster both the academic and
critical literacies of students from low-income communities and communities of color, in
particular, African American students (Morrell, 2004, 2005, 2008).
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Chapter 3: Methodology
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the research design and methods that were used
to: first, identify and describe the educational beliefs and instructional practices of two Early
College High School (ECHS) English language arts teachers; second, identify and describe the
ways in which their beliefs and instructional practices did or did not align with critical literacy
pedagogy and; third, identify and describe the ways in which their beliefs and practices
addressed the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students.
Therefore, the following chapter begins with a discussion of my research approach and rationale.
Specifically, I discuss qualitative case study methodology and describe the research site,
participants, data collection methods, and data analysis methods.
Research Approach and Rationale
Qualitative research “seeks depth rather than breadth” and aims “to learn about how and
why people behave, think, and make meaning, as they do, rather than focusing on what people do
or believe on a large scale” (Ambert et. al, 1995, p. 880). As I was interested in conducting an indepth study of the beliefs and practices of two specific secondary English language arts teachers
as they addressed the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students
within the specialized context of an Early College High School (ECHS), the goals of qualitative
methodology aligned with my research purpose. Moreover, qualitative research involves
purposeful sampling of “information-rich cases . . . from which one can learn a great deal about
issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 1990, p. 169). The
qualitative researcher focuses on “information-rich cases” from which one can gain in-depth
understanding of the program, event, or person to be studied (Patton, 1990 p. 169). In this case,
as I was interested in gaining an in-depth understanding of the educational beliefs and
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instructional practices of two specific ECHS English language arts teachers, the research
participants were purposely chosen as they represented a unique, “information-rich case”
(Patton, 1990, p. 169).
Qualitative case study, specifically, relies on gaining meaning through the in-depth
exploration and description of a program, event, activity, or person. Creswell and Poth (2018)
define case study as a “qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life,
contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through
detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information . . . and reports a case
description and case themes” (pp. 96 – 97). In this study, two data sources (e.g., interviews and
observations) were collected over the course of 12 weeks as a means of exploring two “bounded
systems” (i.e., two ECHS English language arts teachers) in terms of their beliefs and practices,
the ways in which their beliefs and practices aligned with critical literacy pedagogy, and the
ways in which their beliefs and practices promote the academic and critical literacies of African
American secondary students within the context of a racially-segregated, Title I Early College
High School (ECHS). Baxter and Jack (2008) aver that “[rigorous] qualitative case studies afford
researchers opportunities to explore or describe a phenomenon in context using a variety of data
sources . . . and [support] the deconstruction and subsequent reconstruction of various
phenomena” (p. 544, emphasis added). Therefore, case study methodology was consistent with
goals of the research study, which focused on the educational beliefs and instructional practices
of English language arts teachers in a specific context, an ECHS located in a low-income African
American community.
Qualitative case studies also rely on gaining meaning through social interactions.
According to Stake (2005) people make meaning from their repeated interactions with others,
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reinforcing the idea that knowledge is socially constructed. “Enduring meanings come from
encounter, and they are modified and reinforced by repeated encounter . . . We come to know
what has happened partly in terms of what others reveal as their experience” (Stake, 2005, p.
454). Therefore, qualitative case study was specifically employed in this study as it afforded the
participants an opportunity to tell their own stories. Storytelling is a significant part of qualitative
case study methodology as the narrative form of writing and reporting the findings of the study
allows for the voices of the participants to be heard. It was important that in this case the ECHS
English language arts teachers were able to express their beliefs about literacy and their
instructional practices in their own words. This enabled me to describe the case from the
perspective of the participants and to consider their perspectives alongside additional data
sources. Additionally, qualitative case study allowed for a more descriptive narrative form in
reporting the findings of the study. The descriptive nature of case study methodology also
affords the audience an opportunity to get a feel for the context, which was central to this study.
Furthermore, qualitative case study methodology was the most fitting research design for
the research questions because I did not seek to generalize my findings to a larger population, as
I was particularly interested in the educational beliefs and instructional practices of two specific
teachers in a specific context. I sought to gain a deeper understanding of how a select number of
research participants made meaning within the context of a specific school setting with a specific
population of students. Finally, in choosing qualitative case study methodology, I followed a
precedent set by previous researchers of teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices,
of critical literacy, and of literacy as a social practice (Cronin-Jones, 1991; Cross, 2009; Farrell
& Guz, 2019; Farrell & Ives, 2015; Farrell & Lim, 2005; Perry, 2012; Phipps & Borg, 2009;
Talbot & Campbell, 2014).
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Research Design
Comparative case study is defined by Goodrick (2014) as “the analysis and synthesis of
the similarities, differences, and patterns across two or more cases that share a common focus or
goal” (p. 1). As colleagues teaching the same curriculum to the same population of students in
the same context and facing the same accountability requirements and performance expectations,
the teachers participating in the study necessarily shared at least some goals, which included
teaching ninth-grade English language arts students the academic skills required for them to pass
the state-mandated standardized tests, as all ninth-grade English language arts teachers in the
state are required to do for all students enrolled in a ninth-grade literature and composition
course.
Goodrick (2014) also avers that “comparative case studies are particularly useful for
understanding and explaining how context influences the success of an intervention and how
better to tailor the intervention to the specific context to achieve intended outcomes” (p. 1;
emphasis added). Goodrick’s (2014) emphasis on context and interventions has implications for
my study, as the school context in which the participants taught was within a racially segregated,
economically disadvantaged community, and the students they taught were African American
students, who have been and continue to be underserved in U.S. schools. Furthermore, the high
school at the center of this study, which explicitly acknowledges the fact that traditional schools
are not working for African American students, has adopted the alternative structural frame of
the early college initiative as an intervention with the potential to upend these traditional
educational structures. Considering the generous overlap between critical literacy and other
pedagogical and theoretical frameworks that prioritize social and racial justice (e.g., critical
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pedagogy, critical race theory, culturally responsive pedagogy, social justice education), it was
crucial to select a research design in which the relevance of context would be elevated.
Participants and Sampling. To determine which teachers within this context would
serve at the primary cases, I engaged in “purposeful sampling” (Patton, 1990, p. 169), which
ensured that the research participants could “purposely inform an understanding of the research
problem and central phenomenon of the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 158). With my
interest in critical literacy instruction in urban secondary English language arts classrooms,
potential participants included experienced English teachers who had at least three years teaching
experience and had taught at the Early College High School (ECHS) for at least three years. For
the purposes of this study, experienced teachers are defined as those with more than three years
teaching experience versus a preservice or novice teacher with less than three years of teaching
experience. Because the attrition rate for novice teachers can be higher than that of experienced,
in-service teachers who have been teaching for more than three years (Goodwin, 2012), I chose
teachers who had been teaching for the ECHS for more than three years as the risk of teacher
turnover is lessened with more seasoned teachers (Goodwin, 2012). This also increased the
likelihood that the research participants could offer more insight and a more in-depth account of
their beliefs and experiences with teaching and learning having worked within the specific
context of the ECHS for a prolonged period.
Within the population of four English language arts teachers at the ECHS, two female
teachers (one African American, one European American) met these inclusion criteria; therefore,
I emailed an invitation to participate in the study (Appendix A) to those two English language
arts teachers in order to keep a digital record of all correspondence. Those who responded in the
affirmative were then personally given and emailed informed consent forms that outlined the
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requirements of the study as well as their rights as participants (Appendix B). Once participants
signed the informed consent documents, they were instructed to keep one copy for themselves,
and I retained one copy as proof of consent in a digital file on an encrypted flash drive. Each
research participant was then assigned a pseudonym in order to protect her identity.
The two research participants were both experienced teachers with more than three years
of teaching experience in a secondary English language arts classroom. Both participants were
hired at the research site at the same time and had collaborated with each other since they joined
the English department five years earlier. Williams, who had eight years of teaching experience
at the time of the study, had previously served as a mentor teacher for Lewis while Lewis was a
novice teacher. Both participants had earned graduate degrees in an education-related field of
study within the last three years prior to participating in the research study.
The first research participant, who is referred to by the pseudonym Williams, was a
married African American female in her late twenties who had been teaching English language
arts for five years at the same school, the research setting, since she transferred to the secondary
school from another school district where she had previously taught secondary English language
arts for three years. Williams attended a historically Black college/university (HBCU) where she
received a bachelor’s degree in English with a minor in secondary education. Williams received
her teacher training via her undergraduate institution and completed two student teaching field
experiences prior to becoming a certified English language arts teacher. According to Williams,
she grew up in a middle-income community in which both of her parents worked in the
education field as teachers.
The second research participant, who is referred to by the pseudonym Lewis, was a
married European American female in her mid-twenties, who had been teaching English
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language arts for five years at the same school, the research setting, since she graduated from her
teacher preparation program. Her teacher preparation program was a non-traditional program
designed to train individuals, who had not earned a bachelor’s degree in education, to become
certified teachers in underserved communities. Lewis, who had five years of teaching experience
at the time of the study, was assigned to her current school by her teacher preparation program.
Prior to entering her teacher preparation program, Lewis attended a predominantly White postsecondary institution (PWI) where she received a bachelor’s degree in psychology with a minor
in education. While Lewis did not complete a traditional student teaching field experience
through a college or university, she was a substitute teacher prior to entering her teacher
preparation program and becoming a certified English language arts teacher. According to
Lewis, prior to attending college, she grew up in a low-income community in which both of her
parents worked in the service industry.
School Setting and Context
The research site was an ECHS located in a low-income predominantly African
American community in the southwest section of a major metropolitan area in the southeastern
United States. Notably, the area in which the school was located could be described as a “fresh
food desert,” as there were no major grocery stores within five miles. However, there was a
neighborhood market and coffee shop, which ECHS students and faculty frequented. The
neighborhood included several liquor stores, gas stations, and fast-food restaurants. The school
campus was comprised of three two-story buildings. The ECHS included a media center and 30
classrooms equipped with Promethean and white boards. In the ECHS, students had access to
technology daily and routinely used Chromebooks to engage in lessons and complete
assignments.
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However, due to the Covid-19 global pandemic of 2020 – 2021, teaching and learning
took place in a virtual learning environment via the Zoom video conferencing platform. Students
were not allowed in the school building during the entire fall semester because they were
required to social distance from their homes as a safety precaution designed to limit the spread of
the Covid-19 Corona virus. Because the students were not engaged in in-person learning, their
access to technology and internet services was limited; therefore, the school’s administration
team issued Chromebook computers to students who did not have access to technology and did
not have their own personal computers. In addition, students who did not have access to internet
services were offered discounted internet services and access to wireless hotspots sponsored by
the local cable company in partnership with the school.
School Population. According to US News & World Report (2020), based on data
compiled from the 2017-2018 school year, the student population of the ECHS was roughly 420
students, 44% of whom were male and 56% female, 100% economically disadvantaged (i.e.,
received free/reduced lunch), and 100% minority enrollment (i.e., 95% African American, 4%
Hispanic, 1% Biracial students). The graduation rate was 92%, with 54.9 % of all students at the
ECHS scoring at the level of proficiency on state standardized tests (US News & World Report,
2020).
The 35-member faculty consisted of 26% males and 74% females and included 26
African Americans, seven European Americans, one Asian American, and one Latina American
teacher. The administration, who were all African American, was comprised of one female
principal, two female assistant principals, two counselors (one male, one female), one male
graduation coach, and one female instructional coach. There were 35 teachers (15 males, 20
females): four English language arts teachers (1 male, 3 females), five science teachers (1 male,
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4 females), four social studies teachers (4 males), five math teachers (2 males, 3 females), four
world languages teachers (4 females), two JROTC teachers (2 male), two physical education
teachers (2 male), one female career and technology education (CTAE) teacher, one female art
teacher, and six special education teachers (2 male, 4 female). The staff also included three
paraprofessionals (2 males, 1 female) and three female administrative assistants.
Access to Site. I had access to the ECHS research site and participants from the
beginning of the study until the last day of the fall semester for the 2020-2021 school year.
Operating hours for the school were 8:15 AM – 3:30 PM. The teacher workday was officially
Monday to Friday from 8:15 AM to 3:45 PM; however, the teachers at the school routinely
worked until 5:00 PM for student tutorials. As an English teacher and the English department
chair, I had access to the site and the students daily via the Zoom video conferencing platform.
Via a letter of consent provided by the ECHS principal, I received permission to conduct the
study virtually and on-site by scheduling a meeting with the principal, explaining the study, and
completing the school district’s “local school research request” form, which she signed giving
her consent. Per the district, conducting a study in one’s home school only requires the
permission of the principal. The form was then filed with the school district’s Office of Research
before research began.
Data Sources and Data Collection
Qualitative research tends to be based on six primary data collection methods: “(1)
documents, (2) archival records, (3) interviews, (4) direct-observations, (5) participant
observation, and (6) physical artifacts” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 162). This study focused on
two methods that aided in the emerging description of teacher beliefs and practices: interviews
and direct observation. I recorded the data using a variety of methods (e.g., Zoom, Otter.ai, and
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an Apple iPhone), resulting in the production of five data sources: observational field notes,
interview transcripts, descriptive summaries, memos, and audio-recordings. The procedures
guiding the collection and creation of the data sources are described in the following sections.
Interviews. I followed Creswell and Poth’s (2018) procedures for preparing and
conducting interviews by determining the research questions that were to be answered by the
participants, determining which participants could best answer the questions using purposeful
sampling, determining the type of interview, collecting the data with appropriate recording
procedures, designing and using an interview protocol or guide, refining the interview questions,
finding an appropriate interview location, obtaining consent from the participants, following
good protocols and procedures, and utilizing good transcribing methods. For example, after
conducting individual interviews with the research participants, I used the Otter.ai online
transcription platform to transcribe the data. Next, I analyzed the transcripts generated by Otter.ai
and then used the transcript information to refine my interview questions for subsequent
interviews.
Semi-structured Interviews. The interviews were especially useful in collecting the data
that answered all of my research questions. Because “qualitative interviewing begins with the
assumption the perspective of others matters” (Brayda & Boyce, 2014, p. 319) and because the
voices of the research participants were critical to understanding their educational beliefs and
instructional practices from their own point of view, I conducted audio and video recorded
individual interviews using a semi-structured interview protocol. I audio and video recorded the
interviews to preserve the authentic voices and thoughts of the research participants. According
to Brayda and Boyce (2014), “a successful researcher interviews people to find out things that
are not easily discernible, such as feelings, thoughts, intentions, and previous behaviors” (p.
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319). As my intention was to discern their educational beliefs about literacy, academic literacy,
critical literacy, and critical literacy pedagogy, which involved the research participants openly
and honestly discussing their inner-most thoughts and feelings, a semi-structured interview
protocol was appropriate for this case study. Finally, a semi-structured interview protocol was
appropriate for this case study because it provided the researcher a guide with which to organize
the interview questions and manage the interview process efficiently and confidently (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018).
Interview Protocols. In general, interview protocols provided a guide for me, helped me
sequence the interview questions, and helped me make decisions about which information was
most relevant for each participant in each interview. My procedure for developing an interview
protocol was consistent with Creswell and Poth’s (2018) ideas about interview protocols. The
interview protocol began with open-ended questions designed to invite the interviewee to speak
freely and honestly and ended with questions about any additional thoughts the interviewee
wanted to share that I did not address during the interview. I also thanked each interviewee for
her participation in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The resulting initial interview protocol (Appendix D) focused on the teachers’
backgrounds and teaching philosophies. The interview took place in September via the Zoom
video conferencing platform and included 27 questions based on the three research questions and
the first observation. Structurally, the initial interview protocol contained an introduction to the
study, opening questions (e.g., demographic information about their educations and
backgrounds), content questions based on the research questions, probing questions, and a
closing, in which the participants were asked if there was anything else they wanted to add or
that I had missed, and if they had any questions for me (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For example,
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participants were asked about their teacher training, teaching philosophy, and current teaching
assignments. Questions included: what kind of training have you had to become an English
language arts teacher; what is your philosophy of teaching, and how did your teacher preparation
program influence your philosophy of teaching? In addition, they were asked about how the
community in which they taught shaped their educational beliefs and instructional practices. The
participants were thanked for their time and participation signaling the end of the first interview.
The second interview took place in October after the second observation in October. The
19 questions for the second semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix E) were informed by
the information gathered from the first interview and the second observation. In the second
interview, the participants were asked to define literacy and critical literacy, and they were asked
about the instructional strategies they used to address literacy, in general, and academic and
critical literacies, in particular. Questions included: How do you define literacy; how you define
critical literacy; what instructional strategies do you use to promote literacy, academic literacy,
and critical literacy; what are the benefits and challenges of utilizing critical literacy pedagogy in
English language arts classrooms; and what are the ways in which they used critical literacy
pedagogy in their classrooms. The second interview protocol ended in a similar fashion as the
first interview protocol. Research participants were asked if they wanted to share additional
informational about their educational beliefs and pedagogical practices or clarify statements from
the previous interview. Each participant was then presented with the opportunity to ask her own
questions, and each participant was thanked for her time and participation signaling the end of
the second interview.
The third semi-structured interview also took place in October after the third observation
and the questions were primarily derived from the information gathered in the third observation.
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The third interview protocol (Appendix F) was used for member checking, to clarify any
misconceptions from the first two interviews and the three observations, and to get alternate
perspectives on themes that emerged from the first and second interviews and all three
observations. Structurally, the third semi-structured interview protocol contained opening
questions similar to the second interview in which the research participants were asked to reflect
on the class that was observed by the researcher and content-based questions generated from
information gathered in the third observation. Although all of the specific questions for the third
interview were not known as they were derived from the information gathered during the third
observation, participants were asked about how the culture or norms of the ECHS influenced
their beliefs and instructional practices. They were also asked about the personal and cultural
resources upon which they drew to co-create curriculum with students and take up critical
stances in the English language arts classroom. Questions included: what were your objectives
for the lesson? in what ways were you able to meet the objectives of the lesson? in what ways
were you not able to fulfill the objectives of the lesson? The third interview protocol ended in a
similar fashion as the first two interview protocols. Research participants were asked if they
wanted to share additional informational about their instructional beliefs and pedagogical
practices or clarify statements from the previous interview. They were then provided an
opportunity to ask questions of their own and thanked for their time and participation.
The fourth and final interview took place in November after the fourth observation. The
questions were based solely on the fourth observation. Therefore, all of the specific questions for
the fourth interview were not known in advance as they were derived from the information
gathered during the fourth observation. However, participants were asked to describe and to
reflect on the lesson they taught during the fourth observation. Questions included: what were
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your objectives for the lesson? in what ways were you able to meet the objectives of the lesson?
in what ways were you not able to fulfill the objectives of the lesson? The fourth interview
protocol (Appendix G) ended in a similar fashion as the first three interview protocols. Research
participants were asked if they wanted to share additional informational about their instructional
beliefs and pedagogical practices or clarify statements from the previous interview, provided an
opportunity to ask questions of their own, and thanked for their time and participation.
For the initial interview, none of the interview questions were personalized. I did not
personalize the first and second interviews for each participant because consistently using the
same questions aided in the establishing baseline data about each participant. Personalizing
interview questions, particularly during initial data collection, may also limit the trustworthiness
of the findings, as the data collection methods would not have been consistent amongst the
research participants. However, conforming or “personalizing” interview questions can be
beneficial (Brayda & Boyce, 2014), and personalizing questions was important for the
subsequent third and fourth interviews, as the semi-structured interview protocol for the third and
fourth interviews were dependent upon information gathered from the observations and previous
interviews.
Interview Procedures. Over the course of approximately 12 weeks, I conducted a total
of eight interviews (four individual interviews with each participant). Initial interviews took
place in September after the first observation, mid-point interviews took place in October after
the second and third observations, and final interviews took place in November after the fourth
observation. I scheduled the interviews one week in advance via email and via the Zoom
videoconferencing platform. I then interviewed each research participant after school in her
virtual classroom via the Zoom videoconferencing platform for approximately 60 – 90 minutes
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using a semi-structured interview protocol. With the consent of the research participants, I
recorded each interview via the Zoom videoconferencing platform and I audio-recorded the
interviews using a digital recorder and the voice memo application on my cellular device. I
recorded the interviews using various modalities to ensure that the data was collected was being
recorded some way in case one of the devices malfunctioned. I then saved the audio files as
digital files on an encrypted flash drive so that they could be transcribed later using web-based
Otter.ai transcription software.
Classroom Observations. A total of eight observations, four observations per
participant, were conducted in the participants’ virtual classrooms via the Zoom
videoconferencing platform. One observation was conducted before the first interview in
September, the second observation was conducted before the second interview in October, the
third observation was also conducted before the third interview in October, and the fourth
observation took place in November before the fourth interview to ensure the data collected
spanned a reasonable period. I conducted four pre-scheduled, announced observations of 75
minutes each, the length of the class session, via the Zoom videoconferencing platform, using an
observation protocol (Appendix H) that included descriptive and reflective notes. The
observations supported my research purpose and yielded the data necessary to answer all of the
research questions. I did not take an active role in the observation and was a nonparticipant. It
was necessary that I be a complete observer even though the students were aware of my presence
in the virtual classroom. Occupying the complete observer role helped to ensure the validity of
the data as the data was not being influenced by the researcher’s participation in the activity
being observed. With the consent of the research participants, I recorded each observation via the
Zoom video-conferencing platform and I audio-recorded the class sessions using a digital
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recorder and the voice memo application on my cellular device. I recorded the observations
using various modalities in order to ensure that the data was collected was being recorded in
some way in case one of the devices malfunctioned. During each observation, I observed the
environment, classroom instruction, and teacher-student interactions using an observation
protocol that allowed me to take descriptive and reflective notes on the observations.
I used the same observational protocol in all four observations to gather information
about the teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices. The observation protocol was developed
according to the criteria set forth by Creswell and Poth (2018) and included logistical
information such as the time and location of the observation as well as sections for both
descriptive and reflective notes about what I observed and learned. The purpose of the
observation protocol was to gather descriptive information that gave context to the study as well
as information that gave context to the statements made by the research participants in the
individual interviews about literacy, literacy instruction, and critical literacy.
The data gathered from direct observations were valuable to the research process because
I used it to generate themes, clarify misconceptions, refine my interview questions for later in the
study, and confirm and give context to what the participants discussed in the interviews.
Furthermore, observation played a particularly important role in this study because it was the
only primary data source that did not depend on participant self-report. Thus, observations
served to corroborate or contradict participants’ self-reported beliefs and practices.
Data Analysis
To inform this case study, I conducted with-in case and cross-case analysis (Yin, 2014).
Specifically, data sources were analyzed on a rolling basis using coding and thematic analysis. In
the tradition of Huberman and Miles (1994), I also kept a field journal in which I made analytical

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS
memos and marginal notes as I took note of relationships amongst developing categories and
themes (see Figures 1 – 3).
Figure 1
Field Journal 1
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Figure 2
Field Journal 2
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Figure 3
Field Journal 3

Codebook Development. Because I had “a distinct theory [I wanted] to test in [this]
project, [I developed] a preliminary code book for coding the data and then [permitted] the
codebook to develop and change based on the information learned during data analysis”
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 197). Although certain analytical traditions warn against using
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prefigured or a priori codes, as they may cause the researcher to pigeon-hole data into preestablished code categories that are not responsive to the data itself, I mitigated this concern by
being open to and actively seeking codes that emerged from the data and incorporating those
codes with the prefigured codes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, the codebook contained
a combination of prefigured codes (e.g., behaviors, beliefs, critical literacy, literacy, and
practices; see Table 4 for more information) as well as codes which emerged organically from
the data itself (e.g., authenticity, accountability, community, empowerment, and student growth;
see Table 4 for more information). Furthermore, it was important to utilize the codebook in
conjunction with Microsoft Word in order to organize my information as well as examine
thematic relationships and emerging patterns. Although I initially planned to use the qualitative
data analysis program Dedoose to help analyze the data, I did not do so. Instead, I printed the
interview transcripts and completed observation protocols as Microsoft Word documents and
coded the data by hand using highlighters, sticky notes, and chart paper. I handwrote and colorcoded the prefigured and emerging codes on each document. I then sorted codes into broad
categories and generated themes within each category. In the end, I used the data sources,
interviews and observations, to generate seven categories and 16 themes based on the codes that
captured the participants’ self-reported educational beliefs and observed instructional practices.
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Table 4
Codebook: Prefigured and Emergent Codes
Prefigured Codes
Academic achievement
Academic literacy
Agency
Behaviors
Beliefs
Critical literacy
Critical thinking
Equity
Identity
Literacy
Power
Practices

Emergent Codes
Accessibility
Accountability
Authenticity
Community
Empowerment
Pragmatism/pragmatic education
Safe space
Student choice
Student growth
Student voice
Transferrable skills
Transformation/transformational education

Applicability, Consistency, and Trustworthiness
I utilized data triangulation, thick descriptions, peer debriefing, and expert auditors to
ensure the trustworthiness of this case study. I also made sure to disclose and clarify personal
biases as well as “negative or discrepant information that [ran] counter to the themes” (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018, p 201). Data triangulation is essential in establishing the credibility of
qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Furthermore, qualitative
researchers use the triangulation validation strategy to “explore evidence of corroboration and
use these insights in . . . [their] interpretations and writings” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 260).
Thus, data triangulation not only ensures credibility, but also confirmability as it is also a method
of reducing researcher bias during the data collection and interpretive process of a qualitative
study. I triangulated the data by including data from multiple sources: interviews and
observations. For example, the observations, which did not depend on participant self-report,
were used to corroborate or contradict information gathered in the interviews.
In addition to using data triangulation methods, thick descriptions (Denzin, 2001; Lincoln
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& Guba, 1985) of the research context and the participants in this case study enhanced the
credibility and transferability of the findings. Providing detailed, nuanced descriptions of
research context(s) and participants “allow[s] readers to make decisions regarding transferability
. . . With such detailed description, the researcher enables readers to transfer information to other
settings and determine whether the findings can be transferred ‘because of shared
characteristics’” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 263). Using qualitative case study, thick descriptions
of the participants’ educational beliefs and instructional strategies, classroom settings, and school
context were provided in the findings. I also used “rich, thick descriptions” (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018, p. 200) to offer different perspectives of categories and themes in the findings
and to describe, in detail, the two research participants, their student population, their classroom
settings, and their school context, the ECHS (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
According to Creswell & Creswell (2018), reflexivity is a “core characteristic of
qualitative research [, and] good qualitative research contains comments by the researchers about
how their interpretation of the findings is shaped by their background” (p. 201). Therefore, I
engaged in critical self-reflection, clarified any personal biases I brought to the study, and
discussed discrepancies in the data and information gathered in the study. Throughout the writing
process, I disclosed my personal connection to the research topic based on my position as an
experienced African American female English language arts teacher in an urban secondary
school setting who teaches African American secondary students and is concerned with matters
of race, class, gender, identity, power, agency, equity, and literacy. As a result, I also discussed
discrepancies in the data throughout the process “because real life is composed of different
perspectives that do not always coalesce . . . discussing contrary information adds to the
credibility of the account” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 201). Moreover, not only does
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discussing contradictory perspectives and evidence increase the credibility of the research and
the research findings, but the research findings also appear less biased due to the researcher’s
critical reflection of alternative perspectives.
Finally, “the procedure of having an independent investigator look over many aspects of
the project enhances the overall validity of a qualitative study” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p.
201). Therefore, dependability and confirmability for the study were each addressed by peer
debriefing and expert auditors. Inquiry auditors “[examine] the process, [which] results in a
dependability judgment” (Lincoln & Guba, 2007, p. 19) while confirmability audits are
“concerned with the product (data and reconstructions) [and result] in a confirmability judgment”
(Lincoln & Guba, 2007, p. 19). After I analyzed the data, I sent the categories and themes I
generated from the data to a professional teaching colleague for peer debriefing in order to vet
the categories and themes and get feedback on the clarity and consistency of the categories and
themes. I also sent the categories and themes to an expert auditor, my dissertation chairperson,
for the same reasons. In addition, my dissertation chairperson and committee members served as
expert external auditors as they reviewed the research study throughout the process of the
research and at its conclusion in order to increase the validity of the study.
Limitations and Delimitations
Limitations of the research study included time, generalizability, and sample size. Data
collection was completed over one 12-week period. Therefore, the interviews and observations
took place relatively close together. It would have been preferable to collect data over a longer
span of time. Time was constrained by the preparation for and administration of state-mandated
standardized tests, during which no observation data could be collected. Time was also a
constraint regarding scheduling interviews and observations as unforeseen school events and
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work requirements interfered with the data collection even though observations and interviews
were scheduled in advance.
The generalizability of the study could have been seen as a limitation also. The findings
cannot be generalized to an entire population of teachers due to the research method. In fact, case
studies are not designed to be generalizable or transferable, which is why some researchers do
not recognize the lack of generalizability as a limitation. Case study research focuses on specific
phenomena, events, or cases in specific contexts, allowing for an in-depth, contextualized study
of that case. Still, elements of the study may be generalizable to other English language arts
teachers who serve African American students, and whose beliefs about academic and critical
literacy closely align with those of either participant.
Lastly, the pool of teachers from which the case study participants were drawn was
limited to three teachers, as the English department is comprised of a total of four teachers,
including me. The number of ECHS English language arts teachers in the department was
proportionate to the number of students in the school and in each grade level. However, case
study design, which offers in-depth, contextualized examination of an individual or small
number of participants, is not necessarily improved when participants are selected from a large,
diverse sample. Therefore, purposeful sampling, even when drawing from a small population, is
preferable in conducting comparative case studies. I did not include the third teacher in the study
because that teacher’s credentials did not meet the minimum requirements of being an
experienced teacher with three or more years of teaching experience and that teacher had not
taught at the ECHS for three or more years. I also did not include myself in the study because I
did not want to conduct action research or self-study as this was a case study of two specific
teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices.
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Delimitations of the study included the research site and my positionality within the
school. The research site raised issues of power as the study took place within the context of my
workplace, in which I am the chairperson of the English department. To mitigate this issue, I
utilized data triangulation validation strategies to corroborate my findings (Creswell & Poth,
2018). This research site was vital, both critical and convenient, to the study as it was the only
self-sufficient ECHS in the school district. Lastly, the research site raised issues of potential
coercion and intrusiveness, as I considered the research participants to be colleagues. I
considered the research participants to be colleagues because we were a team of four English
teachers who all taught a full load of classes. Although I was the English department
chairperson, I did not formally evaluate the teachers in the department for district or for statemandated accountability and performance assessment purposes. We were all formally evaluated
by a member of the administration, either the principal or one of the two assistant principals, due
to the size of the faculty. To ensure that they did not feel pressured or coerced to participate in
the study, I provided all of the information about the study (i.e., invitation to participate,
informed consent) via email instead of presenting information face-to-face. This afforded them
the ability to respond or ignore the email and to take their time in deciding how to proceed. Once
data collection began, to ensure that the study was not intrusive, I was respectful of our interview
and observation times and made sure participants were fully informed about the amount of time
and the level of commitment expected of their participation in the study. Furthermore, the data
collection and analysis could have been influenced by the rapport that had already been
established between each participant and me. To mitigate this possibility, I was open and honest
in disclosing my biases, beliefs, and experiences as they related to the study.
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Ethical Considerations
Qualitative researchers must contend with the issue of conducting an ethical qualitative
study. Therefore, I followed the guidelines for ethical conduct in qualitative research discussed
by Lichtman (2011). The first principle of ethical conduct, according to Lichtman (2011),
ensures that there be no harm done to the participants of the study. Therefore, I prioritized the
safety of the research participants in the study by ensuring that the interviews and observations
took place within their virtual classrooms via Zoom videoconferencing in order to observe
Covid-19 social distancing protocols and ensure a safe environment for all of us. I was also
prepared to stop the study should there be any risk to research participants. In addition, I
maintained the privacy and anonymity of the research participants and research site by using
pseudonyms for them instead of their legal names. I requested signed consent forms from each
participant before beginning my study and before publishing the study to ensure that I had
obtained proper authorization to conduct the study with the participants. I also made sure that
they understood that they could rescind their consent at any time at their discretion. In addition, I
made sure that the research participants were fully informed about all parts of the study by
providing the details about the nature of the study verbally and in writing. I also maintained a
professional rapport with the participants and refrained from inappropriate behavior. I respected
the humanity of the research participants and did not objectify them.
Another ethical issue concerned the power differential between me and the participants,
as I am the English department chair, and the participants were English language arts teachers in
my department. It is possible that they may have felt pressure to participate due to the limited
number of people in the department. Due to the size of the student population, there are only four
English teachers, including myself as a department chairperson. I attempted to mitigate any
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feelings of pressure or coercion by inviting them to participate in the study via email, explaining
the parameters of the study, and explaining that participation or lack of participation had no
bearing on their state-mandated performance evaluations or our personal and professional
relationships. This helped to mitigate feelings of pressure to participate because I do not formally
evaluate them as part of my job duties, and I do not influence their formal state-mandated
performance evaluations. Also, I offered the teachers an opportunity to ask questions about the
study in via videoconferencing before giving their written consent in order to help establish
feelings of confidence and trust between me and research participants.
Finally, I received authorization to conduct the study from the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) of the local school district as well as Kennesaw State University (KSU) before recruiting
participants or collecting data. I also followed the processes outlined by the local school district
and KSU IRB to ensure my safety and the safety of all research participants.
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Chapter 4: Findings
This qualitative case study focused on the educational beliefs and instructional practices
of two secondary English language arts teachers who taught ninth-grade and tenth-grade
literature and composition at an Early College High School. The purpose of this research study
was to describe the educational beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School
(ECHS) English language arts teachers; to describe the ways in which their beliefs and
instructional practices did or did not align with critical literacy pedagogy; and to describe the
ways in which their educational beliefs and instructional practices promoted the academic and
critical literacies of African American secondary English language arts students. The following
research questions guided this study: (a) What are the educational beliefs and instructional
practices of Early College High School English language arts teachers?; (b) In what ways do the
educational beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School English language
arts teachers align with critical literacy pedagogy?; and (c) In what ways do Early College High
School English language arts teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices promote
the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students?.
In this chapter, I provide an overview of the data I analyzed as well as a description of the
themes that were generated from the data. The findings that this chapter reports are based on an
analysis of the two primary data sources: four observations and four semi-structured interviews.
The two research participants were individually observed while they were teaching, then they
were individually interviewed. The purpose of the four observations was to gather data about the
participants’ existing instructional practices. During four in-depth interviews, the participants
described their educational beliefs, instructional practices, and experiences as literacy educators.
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Overview of Categories and Themes
After analyzing the interview transcripts and observation notes, I generated 16 themes
that captured the research participants’ educational beliefs and instructional practices (see Figure
4). I then sorted the themes based on the category to which they corresponded. The data was
organized into seven categories comprised of six categories of teachers’ beliefs and one category
of observed instructional practices: beliefs about self, beliefs about students, context beliefs,
content beliefs, beliefs about approaches to teaching, beliefs about instructional practices, and
observed instructional practices. Detailed definitions of each category and the constituent
themes, along with examples from the data are provided in the following sections.
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Figure 4
Categories and Themes Matrix
Category
Beliefs about Self

Beliefs about
Students

Context Beliefs

Content Beliefs

Beliefs about
Approaches to
Teaching

Theme(s)
Students’ Lived Experiences, Identities,
Student Accountability, Ownership, and Intrinsic
Individuality, and Diversity: Belief in
Motivation: Belief in empowering students to
respecting student individuality and diversity
be accountable, take ownership of their
by honoring students’ lived experiences,
learning, and develop a sense of intrinsic
backgrounds, and identities.
motivation.
All Students Can Learn and Grow:
Student Choices and Student
Equity and Accessibility:
Belief that all students can learn
Belief that students who
Voices: Belief that students
and grow when teachers maintain
have equitable access to
who have choices, feel
and communicate high
the resources they need
supported, and feel their
expectations for all and offer the
to thrive and develop
voices are valued and heard
necessary support and
both academic and life
in the classroom are
interventions tailored to meet
skills are positioned to be
empowered to use their
their individual needs, utilize
successful in college,
voices to make life,
their learning styles, and help
career, and life.
community, and societal
them develop a growth mindset.
changes.
Authenticity and Transparency: Belief that
Establishing A Safe Space and Community:
being open, authentic, and transparent helps
Belief that the classroom should be a safe space
establish trust, build relationships, and create
in which students take risks, utilize their voices,
a sense of community in the classroom that
and exercise their agency as they build
leads to positive student learning outcomes.
relationships and establish a sense of
community.
Literacy: Beliefs about literacy and in focusing
Critical Literacy: Beliefs about critical literacy
literacy learning on fostering critical, higher
and critical literacy pedagogy.
order thinking skills, developing verbal and
written communication skills, and making real
world connections.
Pragmatic Education: Belief that the academic
Transformational Education: Belief that
skills learned in school should be realistic,
education should focus on social justice and
practical, and transferrable to all avenues of
social action that not only lead to positive
life as students navigate college, career, and
academic outcomes in college, career, and life
life.
but also lead to positive social changes that
result in a more equitable, just society.

Beliefs about
Instructional
Practices

Collaboration and Discussion:
Belief that collaboration and
discussion are foundational to the
teaching and learning process as
students develop the
communication skills necessary
for success in college, career, and
life.

Composition and Written
Expression: Belief that
composition and written
expression are key components
in literacy instruction as students
develop the literacy and
communication skills necessary
to be successful in college,
career, and life.

Observed
Instructional
Practices

Balanced Literacy: Use of the balanced literacy
model of instruction (i.e., a set of studentcentered, data-driven instructional practices in
which teachers balance skills-based
instruction in reading, writing, and vocabulary
with authentic, differentiated learning
opportunities).

Text Variety and
Multicultural
Texts: Belief in
incorporating a
variety of text types
along with
multicultural texts to
facilitate literacy
learning.

Gradual Release of Responsibility: Use of the
gradual release of responsibility model (i.e., a
student-centered instructional practice in which
the teacher gradually and purposefully shifts
the responsibility for teaching and learning
from the teacher to the student).
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Beliefs about Self
The teachers’ beliefs about self, include beliefs related to a teacher’s identity, selfefficacy, or role as a teacher. The following two themes reflected the teachers’ beliefs about their
role as teachers: (a) students’ lived experiences, identities, individuality, and diversity; and (b)
student accountability, ownership, and intrinsic motivation.
Students’ Lived Experiences, Identities, Individuality, and Diversity. This theme
describes the participants’ belief in respecting student individuality and diversity by honoring
students’ lived experiences, backgrounds, and identities. Lewis’ approach to honoring her
students’ identities, individuality, and diversity was to incorporate the lived experiences of her
students and to celebrate their cultural backgrounds. She did this by encouraging students to talk
about their experiences and by incorporating culturally relevant texts that reflected their diverse
experiences. According to Lewis, this was important because of the community in which the
students lived, which was a low-income African American community. She stated:
The community influences me to make sure that the texts that I'm choosing in my
classroom are culturally relevant to my students and their community. It has definitely
influenced the conversations that I have in the classroom and the need for conversations
in the classroom.
Lewis, who is European American, also expressed that
along with pulling culturally relevant texts, it's very important to celebrate the culture of
my students, even if it might differ, parts of it might differ from my own. It's important to
make sure that… the celebration of that for them is at the forefront of my teaching.
Lewis also acknowledged her students' individuality as well as their cultural experiences as she
taught the students to be open to multiple perspectives. Although Lewis stated that she could
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never know her students’ exact experiences as African Americans, she empathized with her
students on other levels. Lewis stated:
So, it's interesting because socioeconomically, I identify with them perfectly, you know,
because we have very similar experiences. Culturally, and obviously, racially, not so
much. And so that's where those conversations have to come in, where I invite them to
ask me questions, or I invite them to tell me their experiences. It's interesting because I
can empathize with them a lot on aspects of financial hardships, childhood trauma, and
all of that stuff…Racially, as a White woman, I cannot ever know what it is and so I think
telling them that and being explicit about that allows them to feel a sense of being a little
bit more comfortable because I think that it's hurtful and harmful if I would say, “Yeah, I
know how you feel because I grew up the same way.” Because I really didn't grow up the
exact same way. Even outside of race, no two people are going to have the same
experience.
According to Lewis, having these conversations strengthened her students’ literacy skills and
helped bridge the cultural divides that are present when students are not exposed to other cultures
or perspectives. She continued:
It’s really important for me to kind of have these conversations with them so that when
they do go to college and they interact with people outside of their race and outside of
their culture: one, they are knowledgeable about how to articulate themselves and their
experiences; two, they're able to not see people for only as media portrays them.
For Lewis, these conversations with students forced both her and her students to not only
question the assumptions and biases present in the texts they read, but also in themselves. When
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discussing how the students’ lives and experiences influenced the teaching and learning process,
Williams, who is African American, stated:
Because there's so many different things that go on within the community that I teach, I
can't ignore those things. Problems that happen in the community come into the school
building with our kids. Good things and bad things. And me acting like they didn't
happen does a disservice to myself and to my students because it's on the forefront of
their minds. So, I try to take those community experiences and infuse them into the
lesson to give a realistic or real-world approach to what it is that the students are learning
in the classroom. So yes, the community does heavily influence what's going on in the
classroom. Because I want my students to not only be able to apply the literacy skills, I
teach in literature but to also apply them in life. What better way to teach them how to
apply them to life than to bring their lives into the classroom, and then practice applying
those skills to it?
Williams continued, “I try to make the literature, the skills, and the strategies as realistic for my
students as possible, meaning that I want to show them literature that is relatable to their real
lives.” Williams’ approach to respecting student individuality and diversity to empower them
was to encourage students to embrace their own creativity and individuality as she supported
them. According to Williams,
allowing students to or pushing for students and supporting students to not stifle their
creativity, their innovation, their unusual thoughts, their unusual approaches to things, I
feel opens the door for the benefit of my students, even outside of my classroom, because
now students feel empowered to push the envelope or to try to dig deeper into concepts.
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For both educators, the students’ lived experiences, identities, and cultural backgrounds
influenced how and what they taught, and they used those experiences as a springboard for
literacy learning. They viewed their roles as teachers as one in which they inspired and
empowered students by acknowledging their students’ diverse experiences, by respecting their
students’ identities and individuality, and by drawing on the community in which their students
lived. Both Lewis and Williams expressed that this empowered students to want to learn as
students were exposed to diverse cultures and multiple perspectives while developing
sociocultural, historical, and political awareness.
Student Accountability, Ownership, and Intrinsic Motivation. This theme
encapsulates the participants’ belief that teachers should empower students to be accountable,
take ownership of their learning, and develop a sense of intrinsic motivation. According to
Williams,
when students feel that their learning is theirs, they take more accountability for it, and
they are more engaged in it. And so, you want your kids to feel empowered, or I strive to
have my kids feel empowered in their learning because it is just that. It's their learning
opportunity. I am the vessel in this process that they're going through. I'm a part of their
support system as are their parents and any other individuals that are helping them. But
the main person that's going to get the bang for the buck of this learning process is them.
Lewis’ beliefs about student accountability and intrinsic motivation mirrored Williams’ beliefs.
According to Lewis, “If I teach them to take ownership of their learning now, then it's going to
help them have a better foundation. Not only through high school, but…through their job, and
it'll just make them work harder, more consistently.” In response to a question about how she
helped students do this, Lewis explained:
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It's really easy to just say, “Oh, take ownership of your learning.” But what does that
actually look like? That looks like making sure that you are seeking out the information
and that you're hungry for the knowledge, and that only comes by practicing critical
literacy, practicing critical thinking.
Lewis also helped students take ownership of their learning and develop intrinsic motivation by
engaging in open dialogue with students about what motivated them and by encouraging them to
reflect on what they wanted out of their educational experience. Lewis said:
Every year, I ask the students, what is your why? Why do you want to graduate high
school? Because if it's just because someone told you that you have to, that's not going to
be strong enough. So, what in your life makes you have that intrinsic motivation to keep
going? And so, we kind of try to explore that central question all year, and at the
freshman level, 14 - 15-years-old, that's really a heavy question for them. And I don't
expect them to articulate an answer. At the end of the year, some do. But if they can start
to think about that in their ELA class at 14 or 15, I truly believe it's going to help them
move forward in every other aspect, in figuring out why they really want to succeed and
what's in them to make that happen.
Finally, both educators believed in the power of self-reflection and open dialogue and viewed
their role as teachers as being one of support for their students. They expressed that empowering
students to take ownership of their learning engages students and positions students for success
in college, career, and life.
Beliefs about Students
The teachers’ beliefs about students reflect the teachers’ beliefs about student
characteristics (e.g., student learning outcomes, abilities, demographics, and diversity). Their
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beliefs about students are captured by three themes: (a) all students can learn and grown; (b)
student choices and student voices; and (c) equity and accessibility.
All Students Can Learn and Grow. This theme describes the participants’ belief that all
students can learn and grow when teachers maintain and communicate high expectations for all
and offer the necessary support and interventions tailored to meet their students’ individual
needs, utilize their learning styles, and help them develop a growth mindset. According to Lewis,
“at the end of the day, every single student can achieve a rigorous instructional experience.” She
helped her students “achieve a rigorous instructional experience” by meeting students where they
were academically, socially, and emotionally, and by helping her students develop a growth
mindset. She stated:
[I believe] that every student can learn and can succeed. That growth mindset is still there
because I've seen it in my practice at this school, in multiple examples of multiple
children. And so, I think it's really important to make sure that I'm meeting kids where
they are. And every student comes to me with different experiences and at different
academic levels. And so basically the core of my teaching philosophy is that every
student can learn, but they might just need different methods to get there.
Lewis credited her current school environment for her belief in establishing and maintaining high
expectations for students. For example, Lewis stated:
I definitely think that my school has shown me that it is so important for my students to
be able to have high expectations and support to achieve those high expectations. And it
has taught me that expectations should never be lowered because a student has difficult
circumstances. If anything, they should receive more support and higher goals so that
they can thrive and reach their highest potential.
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Lewis continued:
The school that I'm in right now has taught me a lot about seeing students make leaps and
bounds from where they've started. If they have a teacher that they feel genuinely cares
for them that student is able to achieve things beyond what is expected of them.
Williams’ beliefs about her students’ ability to learn and grow aligned with Lewis’ beliefs as
Williams also expressed a belief in meeting students where they were so that she could support
them in their academic growth. She avowed:
Give me somebody realistically where they are so I can get them to be realistically the
best at whatever it is they realistically want to be because that empowers the person. I
think that our students benefit from being empowered.
Not only did Williams express a belief in meeting students where they were academically,
socially, and emotionally, but she also maintained that her expectations of students were realitybased. She stated:
With my teaching philosophy being that we need to prepare our students realistically, I
found that some of the expectations that we as teachers have of how to approach some of
our students weren’t realistically best for that kind of student. Meaning that you're trying
to fit this kid into the mold of an apple, but he or she is clearly an orange in front of
you… So, my current school has taught me how to literally sometimes just walk in with
no expectations and that way you'll be pleasantly surprised by what you get from your
students. Then, realistically approach who you have as a student in your classroom and
give them realistically who you are. The students will appreciate that pragmatic approach
that you have towards learning and teaching in the classroom setting.
In describing her expectations for students, Williams explained,
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I want them to know I'm passing the torch to you. I don't want, I don't want you to just
follow me this whole time. I want you to feel like you're the leader now. And I want to
learn from you. And I want you to take control. And I want you to take the opportunity to
show us how you are the leader in your own educational journey. I'm just here with you
supporting you when you need me.
According to both Lewis and Williams, all students can learn and grow when teachers
realistically meet the students where they are academically, socially, and emotionally;
communicate high expectations for their growth; and offer them support that empowers students
and leads to positive outcomes in college, career, and life.
Student Choices and Student Voices. This theme encapsulates the participants’ belief
that students who have choices, feel supported, and feel their voices are valued and heard in the
classroom are empowered to use their voices to make life, community, and societal changes.
Lewis emphasized the significance of supporting and honoring student voices and contended that
“it is important for my students to feel heard. It is important for them to have the tools to make
transformational change in their communities and in the world.” When asked about how she
encouraged students to use their voices so that they are empowered to make changes in their
lives and in their community, Lewis stated:
I think it's really important to teach my kids about social justice because the community
in which they live struggles in terms of having advocates for them. Something that's
really important to me is to make sure that my students know that they have a strong
voice and to develop that voice throughout the year, so that they can make change in their
communities and feel confident doing so.
For Lewis, this starts in the classroom. According to Lewis,
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in order for students to want to take risks, when they're challenging themselves and want
to grow, they have to feel like they're supported…And so I always tell my students, “Use
your voice. Use your voice. You have this strong voice to use.” But if they're not even
heard in their own classroom, they're probably not going to want to take that risk and try
to be heard and say their opinions outside of the classroom, whether it's in their
community or their workplace, or whatever it is. So, it really starts in the classroom for
them to know that they have a stake in the game, so to speak, like what they say matters,
and when they're able to feel like that, they're more engaged. They feel like they have
ownership of what they're reading.
Lewis went on to say:
They know that they have autonomy to talk about what they need to talk about, and they
are not trying to censor themselves. A lot of times, especially when we read certain
literature where there is racial tension in the plot, I want them to say their real analysis of
the characters or their real analysis of the time period. I don't want them to feel as though
they have to censor themselves because their teacher is White.
Williams, on the other hand, approached student choice and student voice differently than Lewis.
For Williams, making sure students feel supported and valued involved offering the students
choices in the texts they studied as well as offering them choices in how they executed the
learning opportunity she has created for them. Williams stated:
I do like to introduce student choice in the beginning when we're introducing new skills
and standards to them because that hooks students in. Students are more likely to want to
push their limits. Students are more likely to want to rise to new occasions on skills and
standards when they feel that it is something that they can connect with. And so that's one
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way the student choice aspect comes in with creating opportunities as much as possible
for my students to connect with the text, to connect with the writing, because that is when
they are more open to the new learning that they're going to experience in the lesson
progression.
Williams averred that this offers students the opportunity to use their voices through their
choices in the classroom. Williams also claimed that this motivates students and empowers them
to want to take control of aspects of their learning. For both Williams and Lewis, there was
power in allowing students choices in their learning experiences as they offered their students
support and encouraged them to use their voices in and outside of the classroom in order to foster
literacy and learning.
Equity and Accessibility. This theme captures the educational belief that students who
have equitable access to the resources they need to thrive and develop both academic and life
skills are positioned to be successful in college, career, and life. It is noteworthy that this theme
was more prevalent with Lewis and was a belief that she expressed repeatedly. However, it was
not a theme expressed by Williams. According to Lewis,
when a student comes from a community of low socioeconomic status, there is less room
for a do over. So, what I mean by that is…if you come from a more affluent area or have
a more stable home, then if you mess up, you have access to SAT tutoring and you can do
better or you can have all of these other resources presented to you…or you can get a
tutor. You can do these things and have access to resources that not everybody has access
to, and I know that a lot of my students don't have access to those extra influences or
opportunities.
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Having grown up in a low-income community herself, Lewis’ passion for ensuring equity and
accessibility was influenced by her own educational experiences and home environment. Lewis,
for example, explained:
I was a low-income student myself…Because of the neighborhood that I grew up in I was
just really passionate about social justice and helping people because I had seen…[the]
adverse effects of low-income communities…in my family, personally… And so that
really resonated with me…I'm passionate about this because I feel like I was kind of an
anomaly for where I grew up. But it shouldn't be. A good education in a low-income
community should not be an anomaly. Every child deserves to have access to a quality
education no matter what neighborhood they're in, where they come from, or their
socioeconomic status.
Lewis also credited her training with Teach for America as a motivating factor in assuring that
there was equity in her students’ educational experiences and that her students had access to the
resources, they needed to be successful in college, career, and life. “I think that it [Teach for
America] has assisted me in doing my best to make sure that the education that my students
receive is equitable,” Lewis asserted. She contended that “Teach for America, was specifically
geared towards social justice and making sure that every student has access to an amazing
education, no matter where they lived (emphasis added).” Lewis also contended that her current
school environment helped her more clearly see the educational disparities between low-income
communities, affluent communities, communities of color, and European American
communities. “I think personally… [this school] has taught me a lot about the different
communities that our country has and how in different areas of the country…education can differ
disproportionately,” said Lewis. Lewis went on to discuss how her school, whose mission it is to
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ensure equity and accessibility for economically disadvantaged students by providing early
access to a college education through the Early College High School program, supports students.
Lewis explained:
A lot of the students are first generation college students… So, the opportunity for them
to have access to free college credits while they're still enrolled in high school is very
important…They can have their first college experience in the supportive environment of
high school…Because they might not have their parents to rely on to ask for their
experience or help,…we support them with the FAFSA…and things like that, that maybe
students in more affluent areas would know how to do…because their parents went to
college. But our students, we have more built-in support for them in order to try to give
them a more equitable playing field.
Furthermore, Lewis concluded that her current school offers a supportive environment for both
students and teachers that leads to a more equitable experience for all of her students. For
example, she explained:
Something that I really appreciate is that within the ELA department, we meet weekly,
and we are able to share ideas and analyze data and have support beyond my four walls
of my classroom. And so, it helps streamline the student's success and education to make
sure that there is an equitable educational opportunity for all the students in the school
because their teachers are working together.
Therefore, because of multiple influences, equity and accessibility were core educational beliefs
for Lewis as she worked to foster literacy and learning for her students by creating learning
experiences that facilitated her students’ success in high school and beyond. By having equitable
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access to the resources needed to flourish, Lewis maintained that students are more likely to
achieve positive academic and life outcomes.
Context Beliefs
Context beliefs are beliefs about the influence of the people, environment, or
sociocultural circumstances on the teaching and learning process. The teachers’ context beliefs
are reflected in two themes: (a) authenticity and transparency, and (b) establishing a safe space
and community.
Authenticity and Transparency. This theme describes the participants’ belief that being
open, authentic, and transparent helps establish trust, build relationships, and create a sense of
community in the classroom that leads to positive student learning outcomes. Williams extolled
her belief in transparency and authenticity in her discussions with her students as she encouraged
them to push through their personal and academic challenges. Williams stated:
I try to be transparent with my students when we talk about anything. I let them know
that as you matriculate throughout school, and as you get higher in your education, there
are going to be sometimes where you're going to be given a task that you don't have a
choice in and that you just have to rise to the occasion.
She went on to say:
So, my approach to everything that I teach my students, and even how I've modeled for
them is very real, so that they can see this is not a switch. I don't turn this on and turn this
off. This is who I am, in real life and in the literature classroom.
Lewis’ beliefs about authenticity and transparency aligned with Williams’ ideas. According to
Lewis, as a European American teacher, it is important for her to be open and transparent with
her students, who are African American, because of their differences. Lewis averred:
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For a lot of my students, I'm the only White teacher that they've ever had, or the first
White teacher that they've ever had…So transparency is really important…because if
they don't know that I'm genuine, then they won't respect me or my ideas for how the
classroom should be. And the only way that they'll know that I'm genuine is if I am
vulnerable and transparent with them… As a White woman…I don't actually know their
experiences being Black in America, or being Hispanic in America, and I have to let
them know I will never know that. And I'm not trying to tell you that I know that. But I'm
here to listen, and I'm here to learn.
For both participants, the environment and the social circumstances in which the students found
themselves influenced how the students interacted with both teachers and peers. They also
influenced what and how the teachers taught as well as what and how the students learned.
Therefore, authenticity and transparency were foundational components to establishing trust,
building relationships, and creating a sense of community within the classroom to facilitate the
teaching and learning process.
Establishing a Safe Space and Community. This theme captures the participants’ belief
that the classroom should be a safe space in which students take risks, utilize their voices, and
exercise their agency as they build relationships and establish a sense of community. Williams
stated, “I have always thought it is important to make a connection with your students.” One way
she accomplished this in her classroom is by “[finding] things that are interesting topics for them
to reel them in when I'm first teaching them a new skill and concept.” As described in the
previous section about the theme of student choice and student voice, Williams used specific
strategies to help her students develop their individual voices through scaffolded discussions.
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However, her ability to do this work with her students hinged upon her ability to create a safe
space in the classroom. Williams explained:
They practice how to have healthy discussions, dialogue, debate, if you will, in a safe
space, where you respect the differing opinions and ideas, personalities, insights,
outlooks, and information that was presented in those conversations that took place as a
result of the texts that they were reading.
Therefore, building relationships was a key component to Williams’ practice as she created a
safe space for students as they learned how to both utilize their voices and respect the voices of
others.
In discussing her students’ need for a safe space in which to express themselves, Lewis’
held similar beliefs to Williams. Lewis voiced that “if you're able to read something and
challenge other people in the safe space of my classroom, when you leave me, you'll be able to
feel more confident in doing that in other places for your whole life.” Like Williams, Lewis also
expressed a belief in building relationships with her students. “If I make a positive relationship
with the students, then their academic success grows as well, so relationship building is really
important to me,” Lewis said. However, Lewis’ belief in building relationships within and
beyond the classroom applied not only to the relationships she built with students, but also to the
relationships she built with their families. She went on to say, “involving families in the
education is very, very important. And that's something that working in this community has
taught me and influences me to do.” Lewis also discussed the importance of having the school
environment, the classroom in particular, be a space in which not only students felt safe and
supported, but also one in which parents felt comfortable, supported, and involved in their
child’s education. She stated:
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Like I mentioned before, a lot of our students are first generation college students. And
so, because their families, some of their families, did not attend college themselves, it's
really important for them to see our school and especially my class as a tool and a
resource in partnering with them to make sure that their child is able to have all the
opportunities that they are able to. [I make] sure that the parents understand that I am
walking with them in this journey. [I make] sure that they don't feel intimidated by school
and that they feel comfortable being involved in their child's education as an active
participant rather than an observer.
Lewis, therefore, maintained that involving her students’ parents in the teaching and learning
process helped build a bridge between her classroom, the school, and the community. Therefore,
context was a critical factor to be considered when creating a learning environment that was safe
as they built relationships with their students and established a sense of community between all
stakeholders (students, teachers, and parents) that facilitated student learning and student growth.
Content Beliefs
Content beliefs are teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning within a particular
content area. In the context of the current study, these beliefs pertain specifically to the teaching
and learning of English language arts and are encompassed in the two themes of (a) literacy and
(b) critical literacy.
Literacy. This theme describes the participants’ conceptions of literacy and their belief in
focusing literacy learning on fostering critical, higher order thinking skills, developing verbal
and written communication skills, and making real world connections. To accomplish this, it was
important for each participant to articulate her definition of literacy. Lewis defined literacy “as
the fluency in which students read, the way they critically think about what they're reading, their
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comprehension of what they're reading, and then their ability to apply texts to their own lives”
(emphasis added). Although Williams agreed with Lewis’ contention that literacy involves a
student’s ability to understand what he or she has read and make real world connections,
Williams, on the other hand, added that the ability to articulate that understanding is a key
component to literacy. According to Williams,
a truly literate person can not only comprehend the text but can take what they
comprehend from the text and make a real-world application to it or make a connection to
it to be able to articulate that to other individuals in various formats, whether that be
verbal or written.
Specifically, Williams defined literacy in two ways. First, she defined literacy as “an individual's
ability to read and comprehend a text…By comprehend, meaning [be] aware of what is actually
taking place in the text or [be] aware of the ideas that are being presented in the text.”
Additionally, she explained “[The] second layer, I believe, for literacy is…also being able to take
those deep ideas, perspectives, themes, topics presented in the text… expound upon [them] to
make a bigger analysis.” In defining literacy, Williams emphasized a student’s ability to not only
comprehend a text, but also to be able to analyze a text, synthesize the information to bolster his
or her analysis, and communicate his or her ideas in multiple ways.
Despite the fact their definitions of literacy diverged in some ways, the participants
shared the belief that challenging students in a rigorous instructional environment forced students
to think critically, analyze text, and communicate their analyses by demonstrating their
knowledge using various modalities. Hence, for both Lewis and Williams, the English language
arts curriculum should go beyond learning the basic literacy skills necessary to function in the
workplace, but should also include higher-order thinking skills, such as analysis and synthesis,
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which would allow students to apply what they have learned to their lives outside of the
classroom.
Critical Literacy. This theme captures the participants’ conceptions of critical literacy
and critical literacy pedagogy. During the second interview, for instance, Williams provided her
definition of critical literacy when she asserted:
Critical literacy is when you can take what you have and make something new and make
something bigger out of it. It’s when a student not only can read the text and understand
the text, but can read the text, understand the text, and create something from [the]
reading or analysis of the text…That could be a project that the student has created [or] a
critical analysis essay on something that they read. That is when they are starting to cross
over from basic literacy into critical literacy for me…And then when a student is able to
analyze more than one thing, or even able to analyze something that you actually didn't
assign for them to analyze…I feel that's when you're starting to get towards
more…critical literacy abilities and skills when students are able to do that unprompted
on their own.
Williams went on to describe critical literacy in terms of the teaching and learning process.
My understanding of critical literacy is that [the] process to it is different for each kid and
the findings of it is different. Something that I may critically analyze will not look like
something that someone else will critically analyze, and that doesn't mean that either one
of us is wrong or right. It just means that we have both taken a different approach, and we
both found something different in it.
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Williams also explained that she has helped her students develop critical literacy by “allowing
the conversations that happen for their analysis to be more organic…asking probing
questions…then having them show or prove to me that they know what they know.”
When Lewis was asked about her understanding of critical literacy, she explained it is
“imperative” that she use critical literacy pedagogy, in part because “it's the job of the teacher to
not only promote critical literacy but make performing and practicing critical literacy accessible
to students too…Critical literacy is a daily, ingrained practice if it’s done well.” Lewis also
explained that she has helped her students develop critical literacy by incorporating literacy
strategies such as reading texts multiple times, Socratic Seminars, Fishbowl discussions, and
Depth of Knowledge (DOK) level questions. Lewis stated:
Critical literacy to me is pushing the students through questioning when we are talking
about a text and reading the text. Pushing them to think using different levels and lines of
questioning. Making that line of questioning a classroom discussion, and then, the third
level to that is pushing them to take action based on what they've learned or read, so that
they can see, whether it's a literary or informational text, that characters or people go
through different experiences within the story…Then seeing how the kids find
similarities, connect within themselves…connect with their communities, and then the
world.
Lewis went on to explain how critical literacy education has influenced her as a teacher. For
example, she stated:
[My teaching philosophy] is extremely consistent with what critical literacy is because I
always talk about…how I want my students to make sure that they're taking…social
action and using their voices. And I feel…someone would not have the tools to do that if
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they were not able to practice critical literacy and think of things in that lens. It would be
almost impossible to read something as a stimulus, and then take that next step to actually
make change in whatever space that's in without being able to think critically about the
texts and discuss the text in that sort of way with others…And that's why I'm so
passionate about being an English teacher because I feel like kids can take critical literacy
into any workplace, into any realm…and it's going to be relevant for them.
Lewis further expressed a belief that critical literacy education “creates leaders and it creates
people who are able…to be leaders in different arenas outside of their comfort zone, in different
spaces.” Additionally, she stated that “if students are not practicing critical literacy…there's
going to be a ceiling at some point, depending on where their levels are, where they just can't
come up if they're not used to the endurance of critical literacy.”
Based on their interview responses, both participants believed that critical literacy
education for African American secondary students is essential for students to learn and grow,
both academically and socially, in a manner that allows them to expand their knowledge and
their thinking about themselves and the world around them, then take that knowledge and
independently apply it in ways that benefit them in school and in life.
Beliefs About Approaches to Teaching
Beliefs about approaches to teaching reflect the participants’ philosophies of teaching,
i.e., educational philosophies, and beliefs about teaching orientations (e.g., Constructivism,
Progressivism, Essentialism, Social Reconstructionism, Pragmatism). The teachers’ beliefs about
approaches to teaching are reflected in two themes: (a) pragmatic education; and (b)
transformational education.
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Pragmatic Education. This theme encapsulates the participants’ belief that the literacy
skills learned in school should be realistic, practical, and transferrable to all avenues of life as
students navigate college, career, and life. Williams expressed her belief that helping her students
develop both literacy skills and practical skills necessitates “bringing those real life or
community experiences into the classroom” and designing standard-based lessons on those
topics. She explained, “I also believe that this helps my students to transfer the skills and
strategies that they learn and apply them outside of the classroom.” Williams expressed her
belief that developing more general skill sets, grounded in a realistic, pragmatic approach to
literacy instruction, allows students to be successful in their other high school courses, in college,
and beyond. Williams explained:
I want to show them skills and strategies that are not only skills and strategies that can
apply to a literature class but can be used outside of the classroom… I want these same
skills, of analyzing things and being able to communicate effectively in a written or
verbal format, to be a transfer that's seamless.
She went on to say:
I want my students to become less dependent upon me…[and] more independent and
motivated within themselves as a student, especially since I teach high school students,
because the next phase for them is either college where being a self-motivated, selfdirected, self-managed student is beneficial to them or in the workforce where those skills
also still translate very well into being a functioning adult.
Williams specified that she wants students to understand that
they are able to use their skills in so many different scenarios. You can use these skills
with a Walt Disney film. You can use this with Kate Chopin. You can use this with
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Walter Dean Myers. I want them to know that no matter what it can be, they can use this
when they’re sitting at home and trying to figure out why your mama won't let you
borrow a car or go to this party. These skills are applicable in so many different avenues.
Lewis agreed with Williams’ position that the literacy skills learned in school, specifically the
English language arts classroom, should be realistic, practical, and transferable to different
arenas. According to Lewis:
I think that the forefront of my teaching philosophy is just to make sure that my students
have this skill set to be able to go into any different arena that they might find themselves
in in life, and be able to feel confident, and heard.
For both teachers, ensuring students developed both literacy skills and practical skills, including
self-regulation, self-motivation, communication, and collaboration, was at the heart of their
teaching philosophies and beliefs about literacy education.
Transformational Education. This theme describes the participants’ belief that
education should focus on social justice and social action that not only lead to positive academic
outcomes in college, career, and life but also lead to positive social changes that result in a more
equitable, just society. Lewis, for instance, expressed her belief that she has “been charged to
ensure that my students are receiving a transformational education, despite the fact that their
socioeconomic status might not make it easy for them to achieve certain things such as going to
college.” When asked how she created transformational learning experiences for her students and
encouraged students to take social action, Lewis explained that she used social justice education
and real-world examples of student social activists. According to Lewis:
[One way] is to model for them students their age that have already taken social action in
their communities…I showed my students a speech from Emma Gonzalez, who was a
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student in Parkland. I was trying to paint a picture for them…so I showed them … [an
example of] somebody who was also in high school because that's really important… But
just kind of…fostering these ideas and encouraging students...[that] you can start taking
social action in your home by using your voice and talking about problems in your
community, especially right now…So just explaining to them that every little decision
and every little action adds up to actual social change.
Williams’ beliefs about transformational teaching and learning mirrored Lewis’ as she also
focused instruction on social justice issues that specifically spoke to the experiences of her
students as they taught in a school that was predominantly comprised of economically
disadvantaged African American students. Williams stated:
In my specific classroom recently with things that have been going on with the [racial
and political] climate in our country, social justice is definitely very important. Our
school is a community that was personally impacted by a lot of things recently. We have
had some situations that have happened in our community, our actual school community,
that have evoked…a lot of anxieties out of our students, especially when it comes to
interactions with police in the community…Specifically this year, when the verdict for
Breonna Taylor was released, I had some students that reached out to me and expressed
that they…had some feelings about that and that they wanted to talk about it…And so
social justice [and] empowering students to be able to advocate in a respectful,
appropriate manner was important for that lesson.
In brief, both teachers claimed to subscribe to a pragmatic philosophy of education in which the
students learned both literacy skills and practical skills that they could utilize in high school,
college, career, and life. However, the participants were also guided by their belief in social
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justice education. Both participants believed that a transformational education equals an
education steeped in social justice and impactful social action that may lead to a more equitable,
just society.
Beliefs About Instructional Practices
Beliefs about instructional practices are beliefs about specific instructional practices and
strategies (e.g., graphic organizers, online learning tools, differentiation, cooperative learning,
inquiry-based instruction). The teachers’ beliefs about teaching practices were captured in the
following three themes: (a) collaboration and discussion; (b) composition and written expression;
and (c) text variety and multicultural texts.
Collaboration and Discussion. This theme encapsulates the participants’ belief that
collaboration and discussion are foundational to the teaching and learning process as students
develop the literacy and communication skills necessary for success in college, career, and life.
Lewis stated, to challenge her students, she often used a question-answer format that pushed
them to collaborate and discuss in order to delve into the text and think critically about their
responses. This student-centered approach forced students to rely on each other and learn from
each other, rather than rely on her, as the teacher, for all of their learning. However, Lewis
claimed that taking a step back and allowing students to generate their own ideas and rely on
each other instead of her as the teacher was challenging. She stated:
Really just making sure that they're able to have space to discuss and ask each other
questions, not only the teacher. But make it more of like a collaborative environment
because if it's only ever the teacher answering the questions, they're only ever going to
think that somebody in authority knows the answers. When in fact, you can get a lot of
answers from the community which you're in where everybody's on the same level, so to

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

129

speak, and they will not always need to rely on that one person in authority. It kind of
gives them the idea that they can be the authority, rather than just kind of like, pop it over
to somebody else.
Similarly, Williams relied on a collaborative discussion format. She explained:
I think that's a very important skill, especially with everything that's going on right now,
like in the world, in general, where everyone has their own feelings about
things…Everyone does not think or feel the same about everything and just teaching
them how to verbally express that in a way that you effectively communicate to the
person on the other end is essential.
However, Williams also asserted that students needed to see models of what respectful and
productive discussion looked like before they could successfully engage in productive discussion
themselves. She continued:
So, we have spent a lot of time…showing our kids how to have discussions and giving
them sentence stems and giving them videos that show how individuals can have a
conversation and share ideas through dialogue in a respectful manner. And it doesn't
necessarily mean that they agree with each other, but just that they're able to do that.
By utilizing instructional practices, i.e., instructional strategies, that emphasized collaboration
and discussion, the participants believed that they were helping students develop a skill set that
would position the students to be successful in the classroom and in the workplace. According to
both participants, not only are these communication skills foundational to literacy learning, but
they are skills sets that students need to navigate life in general.
Composition and Written Expression. This theme captures the participants’ belief that
composition and written expression are key components in literacy instruction as students
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develop the necessary communication skills for success in college, career, and life. In discussing
her beliefs about writing instruction, Williams, again, emphasized that giving students options
was an integral part of how she encouraged students to develop their writing. Therefore, she gave
students a variety of standards-based writing prompts from which to choose to facilitate their
written expression. According to Williams:
Student choice allows for students to push themselves in the rigor of their writing, as they
feel that they are truly in control of their writing, which is what we want for our writers,
our students in our class. We want them to feel empowered in their writing because that's
when they're going to push their limits in their writing more.
Lewis’ approach to writing instruction, however, focused on having students begin their writing
by tapping into personal experiences, then using those experiences to reinforce standards-based
writing skills. For instance, Lewis explained that she often uses writing assignments that give the
students the opportunity to write about personal situations; she then adds to the rigor of the task
by having the students rewrite the same scenario from another character’s or person’s point of
view. According to Lewis, “…that is a good little intro into helping them do that [learn
perspective or point of view] with literature as well.” Although discussion is the primary way in
which Lewis encouraged her students to make connections to literature and consider alternative
perspectives, she found that writing in this way was an effective instructional practice when
teaching students to read and write from different points of view and consider multiple
perspectives.
Both participants also emphasized the role of standardized testing in their decision to
focus heavily on writing instruction as the English language arts state-mandated standardized
tests contained several writing components that students must pass to be considered proficient in
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English language arts. Consequently, they believed that writing instruction should be
incorporated into each lesson to implement the balanced literacy framework upon which their
school district relied. Not only were the participants fulfilling district and state education
standards by grounding their writing instruction in strategies that enhance composition and
written expression, but they believed that they were helping students learn the communication
skills they will need to function and thrive in high school and beyond.
Text Variety and Multicultural Texts. This theme encapsulates the participants’ belief
that the prescribed English language arts curriculum should incorporate a variety of text types
along with multicultural texts to facilitate literacy learning. For Williams, exposing students to a
variety of text genres was an opportunity for students to practice the literacy skills they have
learned in multiple ways on a variety of texts that range in complexity from poetry, fairy tales,
and young adult literature to what is considered classic literature. For example, Williams stated:
I believe that students should be exposed to various types of texts because…I feel [it]
empowers them… So, it is important for them to be exposed to a variety of things so that
when they get exposed to whatever it may be that they are not startled by it and they can
handle it well, because again, they've been empowered to know that…[they] can handle it
no matter what it is. The text has changed, the variables have changed, but the experiment
is still the same.
Lewis’ beliefs about incorporating a variety of texts in literacy learning aligned with Williams as
Lewis not only incorporated a variety of text types, but also a variety of multicultural texts that
provoked student thought and discussion. “It's really important for my students to be exposed to
different types of literature because you learn a lot…about the world through reading,” Lewis
averred. Hence, for Lewis, literature was a gateway by which her students could learn about
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other cultures and diverse perspectives in a way that they might not have had the opportunity to
in their home environments or in their communities. She explained:
A lot of my students… have not really been outside of their community very much. And
so, I think that that's where the exposure piece comes from in my teaching… It's kind of
like, generationally…the students are not able to…get the exposure that I feel like would
help them even after high school.
Therefore, it was important to Lewis to expose her students to multicultural literature. Lewis
referenced a lesson she taught using Columbian author Hernando Tellez’s short story, “Lather
and Nothing Else,” which is set in a barbershop during a Columbian revolution, and noted:
[“Lather or Nothing”] was set in Colombia. I would say probably all of my students have
never been to Columbia, right? They didn't really know about how aggressive it can be if
you're from a different place or political party in Colombia. And so, just by reading three
and a half pages, they were able to get a sense of a different part of the world that they've
never had before.
When asked how she encouraged students to connect to the literature in ways that would allow
them to expand their thinking about themselves and the world, Lewis again referenced Tellez’s
short story as she explained that she did this by:
[Having students] try to put themselves in the story. [During the lesson], I asked, “So if
you are a character in this story, if you were a customer at the barber shop, would you kill
him, or no? And why?” And then that kind of sparks a conversation about… [whether the
author should] have written the character this way.
Finally, both participants beliefs about the English language arts curriculum, were grounded in
the notion that the prescribed curriculum should not only incorporate a variety of text types, but
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also incorporate course content that is supplemented with multicultural texts as students learn to
make text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world connections. The participants concurred that
focusing literacy learning and course content on various text types, especially multicultural texts
of various text types or genres, facilitated the teaching and learning process.
Observed Instructional Practices
This category encompasses the instructional practices and strategies (e.g., graphic
organizers, online learning tools, differentiation, cooperative learning, inquiry-based instruction,
gradual release, balanced literacy) that the research participants were observed enacting most
prevalently in their respective virtual classrooms. The two research participants were observed in
their respective virtual classrooms via the Zoom videoconferencing platform as all classes were
being delivered in a virtual setting per a school district mandate due to the 2020 – 2021 Corona
Virus/Covid-19 pandemic. There were four observations per participant, and I generated two
themes from a total of eight observations of their enacted instructional practices: the balanced
literacy model of instruction and the gradual release of responsibility model. As part of the
balanced literacy model of instruction and the gradual release of responsibility model, the
research participants utilized various instructional strategies, such as read-alouds and thinkalouds, collaboration and discussion, and composition and written expression that were
facilitated using various online learning tools.
Balanced Literacy. This theme describes the participants’ use of the balanced literacy
model of instruction as a set of student-centered, data-driven instructional practices in which
teachers balance skills-based instruction in reading, writing, and vocabulary with authentic,
differentiated learning opportunities. During each of the observed eight lessons, the teachers
routinely utilized the balanced literacy model of instruction in some way. Balanced literacy has
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been described by various scholars and educators as a set of skills-based literacy instructional
practices in which teachers explicitly incorporate whole-group, differentiated small-group, and
differentiated individual instruction in reading, writing, and vocabulary through a gradual release
of student support as students move from whole group to authentic independent learning based
on formative and summative assessment data (Bingham & Hall‐Kenyon, 2013; Bumgardner,
n.d.; Frey et al., 2005; Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Shaw & Hurst, 2012; Tompkins, G., 2017;
Willson & Falcon, 2018). An essential component of balanced literacy instructional practices is
the gradual release of responsibility, which was also identified as prevalent theme in the
teachers’ observed instructional practices and will be discussed separately in the next section.
The balanced literacy model of instruction also includes the following instructional practices:
read-alouds, think-alouds, write-alouds, guided reading, independent reading, guided writing
workshops, independent writing workshops, and word/vocabulary study (Bingham & Hall‐
Kenyon, 2013; Bumgardner, n.d.; Frey et al., 2005; Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Shaw & Hurst,
2012; Tompkins, G., 2017; Willson & Falcon, 2018).
Over the course of a 12-week period, the participants were observed teaching lessons
over similar concepts as they routinely planned their lessons together because they taught the
same courses. The participants taught lessons on the literary element of theme during observation
one, point of view during observation two, plot during observation three, and tone during
observation four. During the eight lessons, the participants utilized read-alouds, think-alouds,
guided reading, independent reading, independent writing, and word/vocabulary study as they
gradually released the responsibility of learning from teacher to student. For example, during the
first observations, both participants utilized the think-aloud and read-aloud instructional
strategies to model for students how the participants thought through the process of determining
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the theme of a text while reading sample passages aloud to the students, which also served as a
model for how students should read a text with fluency and comprehension. Both participants
also incorporated independent writing practice, another balanced literacy instructional practice,
during the second observations when students were asked to write a narrative and tell the same
story from two different character’s points of view. The participants then explained to students
that their narratives would be used as a formative assessment that would help the participants
adjust and differentiate their instruction based on each student’s writing needs.
Williams also used independent writing as a balanced literacy instructional practice
during the third observation in which she taught a lesson on plot; she asked students to
independently plot and write a short real or imagined narrative based on a topic of their choosing
that she would use to formatively assess their comprehension of and application of the elements
of plot to their own stories. In contrast to Williams, Lewis utilized whole-group instruction, the
read-aloud strategy, and the think-aloud strategy during her lesson on the elements of plot by
having various students read-aloud parts of the focus text for that day: “Lather and Nothing Else”
by Hernando Tellez. Lewis, then had all of the students collaboratively complete a plot diagram
of the short story during whole-group instruction, which also served as a think-aloud model as
the students discussed as a whole group which parts of the story applied to each part of the plot
diagram graphic organizer. Lastly, during the fourth observations, both teachers, again, utilized
the read-aloud strategy as part of the balanced literacy model but in different ways. For instance,
Williams incorporated balanced literacy instructional practices by having various students readaloud the focus text, Guy de Maupassant’s “Was It a Dream?”, as a whole group; Whole-group
learning and read-alouds are essential components of balanced literacy instruction. Williams,
also focused on word/vocabulary study during the fourth observation of the lesson on tone in
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which she facilitated a whole-class discussion on the difference between the denotative and
connotative meaning of words and their impact on the reader as a writer uses specific words to
create tone and mood. Lewis also incorporated balanced literacy instructional practices during
the fourth observation as she utilized differentiated small-group learning by dividing students
into ability groups and having the students read-aloud the focus text, Guy de Maupassant’s “Was
It a Dream?”, to each other in their small groups; Differentiated small-group learning is also an
essential component of balanced literacy instruction.
Gradual Release of Responsibility. This theme describes the participants’ use of the
gradual release of responsibility model as a student-centered instructional practice in which the
teacher gradually and purposefully shifts the responsibility for teaching and learning from the
teacher to the student. During each observed lesson, the teachers utilized the gradual release of
responsibility model of instruction, which is comprised of four components: the focus lesson,
guided instruction, collaborative learning, and independent learning (Fisher & Frey, 2013). The
four components of the lesson can be implemented as part of one comprehensive lesson in one
day or segmented over several days as the students move from the focus lesson to independent
learning. Lewis and Williams both routinely utilized this model as a research-based instructional
practice to structure the eight lessons that were observed over a period of 12 weeks, from
September to November 2020. Each lesson began with warm-up or activator; a focus lesson
designed to introduce the students to the focus concept as the participants modeled their thinking
and helped students build background knowledge of the concept; guided instruction in which the
participants led students through the application of the focus concept to a text; collaborative
learning in which the students worked together in pairs or small, flexible groups to apply the
concept; and independent learning in which each student practiced the application of the concept
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on his or her own. As they utilized this research-based instructional practice, Lewis and Williams
designed lessons that incorporated additional instructional practices into each lesson, such as:
collaboration, whole-class discussion, writing, formative assessment, and various online learning
tools, such as Zoom, Microsoft PowerPoint, Google Classroom, Google Docs, Google Jam
Board, YouTube, Quizizz, and CommonLit.
During each of the eight observations, the participants followed the same gradual release
of responsibility format. For example, during their first observation, Lewis and Williams focused
on the concept of theme and determining the development of a theme over the course of a text,
which is a skill upon which students are tested on the state-mandated standardized test. Both
participants began their instruction with a warm-up question about theme designed to ascertain
how the students understood and defined theme. The students were asked to respond to the
warm-up via the Zoom chat feature. After the students submitted their responses, there was a
brief discussion of the warm-up in which they came to a consensus about a definition of theme.
Both participants utilized a YouTube video on theme to give students a better understanding of
the concept. As the YouTube video on theme played, the participants periodically stopped the
video and conducted a check for understanding to make sure the students were attentive,
engaged, and comprehending the video lesson. After a discussion of the video content, the
participants utilized a Microsoft PowerPoint to facilitate guided instruction on how to determine
the theme of a text and trace the development of the theme over the course of a text. During the
lesson, the students were provided with several short passages to read and were asked to
determine the theme of each passage. Both participants used the think-aloud instructional
strategy to guide their students through the process of how to determine the theme of a text.
After a review of the concept of theme via Microsoft PowerPoint, the students were assigned
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partners and worked collaboratively to determine the themes of several passages as part of the
collaborative learning stage of the gradual release of responsibility model. After the
collaborative learning experience, the participants then used the Quizizz online learning tool as a
formative assessment to determine if their students were comprehending the concept of theme.
The students were given 20 minutes to complete the ten-question formative assessment via
Quizizz on their own as part of the independent learning experience in the gradual release model.
Based on the results of the Quizizz formative assessment, the participants differentiated the
lesson by reteaching the concept in small groups to the students who needed further instruction
or by allowing students who had grasped the concept to practice and extend their learning
through independent practice. After reteaching the lesson to the students in the small groups, the
participants conducted a check for understanding with those students in which the students were
asked to define theme and explain it to another student in his or her own words. Both
participants, then, allowed those students to move on to independent learning based on the results
of the check for understanding.
Although the participants followed the same gradual release of responsibility model
during each lesson, the participants incorporated various instructional strategies and online
learning tools into their lessons to teach the concepts, to give students a chance to collaborate
and practice, and to formatively assess students before, during, and after independent practice
took place. For example, during the second observations, both participants taught lessons on
point of view, and both participants asked students to take notes on point of view during the
focus lesson via Google Docs, so that the students could save their notes in the Google Drives
attached to the participants’ Google Classrooms. Furthermore, as part of the students’
independent practice during the second observation, both Lewis and Williams focused on
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composition and written expression by having students write a story from two different points of
view. The participants then utilized student choice by giving the students various topic
suggestions and asking students to vote on the topic that would be the subject of the writing
assessment for the whole class. During independent learning, students were asked to use a
Google Doc to write their stories. They were then asked to divide their Google Doc in half and
write the story from one character’s point of view on the top half of the paper, then use the
bottom half of the paper to rewrite the story from another character’s point of view. Use of the
Google Doc afforded the participants the ability to give live feedback about the narrative on each
student’s Google Doc as the students wrote their narratives. The participants were able to give
live feedback because they had access to each student’s Google Doc through the Google
Classroom. Both participants explained to the students that the stories that they were writing
would serve as a formative assessment on which they would receive feedback for improvement
rather than a graded assessment that would impact the students’ class grades.
However, during the third observations in which Lewis and Williams taught the elements
of plot, Lewis utilized a Google Jam Board and a “digital picker wheel” to facilitate the focus
lesson stage of the gradual release model while Williams did not. Lewis gave the students a URL
to access the Google Jam Board and asked the students to share what they already knew about
the elements of plot. Once the students were finished submitting their responses via the Google
Jam Board, Lewis utilized what she called a “digital picker wheel” in which she input each
student’s name in order to randomly select students to share their answers with the class during
whole-class discussion of the concept. As a result of their responses on the Google Jam Board,
Lewis determined that the students did not need to utilize Quizizz as a formative assessment later
in the lesson. Instead, the students were allowed to move on to guided instruction in which Lewis
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utilized the read-aloud strategy by having various students read the text, “Lather and Nothing
Else” by Hernando Tellez, aloud to the whole class. Before reading began, Lewis introduced a
plot diagram as a graphic organizer and advised the students that they would be completing the
plot diagram as a class as they read the assigned story aloud. They then proceeded to complete
the plot diagram as a class as the story was being read as part of the guided instruction stage of
the gradual release of responsibility model. Williams, on the other hand, taught the focus lesson
on plot by having students use a plot diagram graphic organizer to record the plot of a silent 5minute Disney Pixar film. After the students independently completed the plot diagram based on
the silent film, Williams facilitated a whole-class discussion, as part of guided instruction, in
which the students shared their responses from their plot diagram graphic organizers. After
whole-class discussion, Williams focused on composition and written expression by having
students write their own real or imagined narratives based on a topic of their choosing using a
Google Doc she could access through the Google Classroom in accordance with the independent
learning stage of the gradual release model. However, before students could write their
narratives, Williams asked students to plot their narratives using a plot diagram graphic organizer
to reinforce the learning concept and formatively assess whether students understood the
elements of plot enough to apply them to their own writing.
During the fourth observations, Lewis and Williams taught lessons on tone using the text,
“Was it a Dream?” by Guy de Maupassant. Both teachers explained to their students that they
were reading this particular text because the students were already familiar with the writer as
they had previously read “The Necklace” by the same author. Both participants utilized the
online learning tool, CommonLit, to access the story and teach the focus lesson on the concept of
tone. Based on the observations, the students were already familiar with the CommonLit
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platform as both teachers asked the students to log into the platform using login credentials that
were provided to the students at the beginning of the school year. However, the participants took
two different approaches to engaging students in the reading during the guided instruction stage
of the gradual release model. For example, during Lewis’ lesson on tone, she utilized a YouTube
video adaptation in which the story was acted out and read aloud by a narrator. Lewis then asked
the students to pay attention to the plot details and determine the tone of the story using a list of
tone words she had provided them. After the video reading of the story was finished, Lewis
facilitated a whole-class discussion in which students shared their ideas about the tone of the
story. Next, Lewis divided the students into groups of three to four students and placed them in
Zoom breakout rooms so that they could access the story via the CommonLit platform and read
the story aloud to each other as they collaboratively completed guided questions about the story.
By allowing students to work together and support each other in their learning, Lewis
incorporated the collaborative learning stage of the gradual release of responsibility model. Like
Lewis’ students, Williams’ students accessed the story via the CommonLit platform. In contrast
to Lewis, Williams had various students volunteer and take turns reading the story aloud to the
whole class. As the students read aloud, Williams periodically stopped the students and asked
guided questions about the content, which were provided by CommonLit platform, to assess the
students’ comprehension of the story. Next, Williams asked the students to respond to the
questions verbally or via the Zoom chat feature. As the students responded to the guided
questions either verbally or in writing via the chat feature, Williams confirmed, clarified, or
corrected the students’ answers as part of guided instruction, the second stage of the gradual
release of responsibility model.

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

142

Summary
In summary, the purpose of this chapter was to give an overview of the seven categories
and 16 themes generated from two data sources: eight participant observations and eight semistructured interviews of two research participants. Each participant was observed in her virtual
classroom to ascertain her instructional practices and subsequently interviewed regarding her
educational beliefs and the classroom observation in an effort to answer the three research
questions that guided this study. The research questions were: (a) What are the educational
beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School English language arts teachers?;
(b) In what ways do the educational beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High
School English language arts teachers align with critical literacy pedagogy?; and (c) In what
ways do Early College High School English language arts teachers’ educational beliefs and
instructional practices promote the academic and critical literacies of African American
secondary students?. In the end, the research study results revealed each participant’s educational
beliefs and instructional practices as well as each participant’s understandings and conceptions of
literacy, critical literacy, and critical literacy pedagogy. However, it also revealed that although
the teachers did promote the academic and critical literacies of their students, they did not
explicitly engage in critical literacy pedagogy. Thus, Chapter 5 will discuss the research findings
and their relationship to the three research questions that guided this study as well as
implications for future practice and future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications
The purpose of this research study was to identify and describe the educational beliefs
and instructional practices of two secondary English language arts (ELA) teachers who taught
ninth-grade and tenth-grade literature and composition at an Early College High School (ECHS);
to identify and describe the ways in which their educational beliefs and instructional practices
did or did not align with critical literacy pedagogy (CLP); and to describe the ways in which
their beliefs and instructional practices promoted the academic and critical literacies of African
American secondary ELA students. The following research questions guided this study: (a) What
are the educational beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School English
language arts teachers?; (b) In what ways do the educational beliefs and instructional practices of
Early College High School English language arts teachers align with critical literacy pedagogy?;
and (c) In what ways do Early College High School English language arts teachers’ educational
beliefs and instructional practices promote the academic and critical literacies of African
American secondary students?. Ultimately, the research findings revealed the research
participants’ educational beliefs and instructional practices as well as their understandings and
conceptions of literacy, critical literacy, and CLP. However, it also revealed that although the
teachers did promote the academic and critical literacies of their students, they did not explicitly
engage in CLP as it is defined and described in this study or in the literature more broadly.
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of the research study in the context of the three
research questions. Next, I describe the relationship of the findings to previous literature. Finally,
this chapter includes a discussion of the limitations of the findings as well as a discussion of the
implications of the findings for future practice and future research.
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Discussion of Findings
While the research study findings did identify and describe the participants’ educational
beliefs and instructional practices, the findings revealed that, despite each participant’s assertion
that she was utilizing CLP daily, the participants were not explicitly engaged in CLP. Therefore,
the findings suggest that the participants’ educational beliefs and instructional practices did not
explicitly promote the academic and critical literacies of African American students using CLP.
However, their educational beliefs were aligned with their instructional practices, and their
educational beliefs and instructional practices consistently aligned with each other as the
participants shared similar beliefs and practices. The participant interviews also confirmed that
the participants shared similar beliefs about self, students, context, content, approaches to
teaching, and instructional practices. Moreover, the eight semi-structured interviews and eight
participant observations revealed that the teachers held diverse educational beliefs that worked
together as the teachers designed student learning experiences and engaged in instructional
practices that they deemed effective research-based, best practice in literacy instruction.
The observations confirmed that the teachers’ instructional practices were consistent with
their self-reported beliefs about their instructional practices. In the interviews, the teachers
expressed their beliefs about the impact of collaboration and discussion on teaching and learning
as well as their beliefs about utilizing instructional practices that promote composition and
written expression to help students learn the academic and critical literacy skills necessary to be
successful in high school and beyond. As they indicated via the interviews in which they
discussed their beliefs about their instructional practices, the research participants utilized
instructional practices that involved collaboration, discussion, composition/written expression,
text variety, and multicultural cultural texts during the observed class sessions. The participant
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observations also confirmed that their self-reported beliefs about their instructional practices
were aligned with their observed instructional practices, as they were observed engaging in
similar instructional practices (i.e., the balanced literacy and gradual release of responsibility
models of instruction).
However, the findings also confirmed that the research participants were not engaged in
CLP explicitly. They were more explicitly engaged in culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) and
social justice education (SJE) while employing some aspects of CLP based on their self-reported
beliefs and observed instructional practices. In addition, the research participants employed
balanced literacy and gradual release of responsibility instructional practices during each lesson
and relied heavily on technology and online tools to facilitate their classes. During the
implementation of the balanced literacy and gradual release models in each lesson, the teachers
incorporated collaborative work, whole-class discussions, small-group collaborative learning,
independent writing, formative assessments, culturally relevant texts, multicultural texts, and
online learning tools, such as Microsoft PowerPoint, Google Classroom, Google Docs, Google
Jam Board, YouTube, Quizizz, and CommonLit.org. Whole-class discussions, small-group
collaborative learning, independent writing, and formative assessments are deemed researchbased, best practices in the balanced literacy instructional model (Bingham & Hall‐Kenyon,
2013; Bumgardner, n.d.; Frey et al., 2005; Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Shaw & Hurst, 2012;
Tompkins, 2017; Willson & Falcon, 2018). Culturally relevant texts as well as the use of a
variety of multicultural texts that promote social action are reflective of CRP (Callins, 2006;
Chenowith, 2014; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011) and SJE
(Christensen, 2000; Collins, 2001; Lewis, 1998; Singer, 2006). Furthermore, their reliance on
technology and online educational tools may be attributed to the virtual learning environment in
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which the research participants had to conduct classes due to the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 2021.
Additionally, the interviews and observations revealed that the teachers’ educational
beliefs were varied and overlapped. For example, the participants’ educational beliefs and
instructional practices aligned with general principals of effective researched-based, best practice
in literacy instruction as defined by the NCTE (2019). In addition, research participants’ beliefs
and instructional practices about CLP, CRP, and SJE intersected and were reflected in their use
of balanced literacy and gradual release instructional practices. Hence, their educational beliefs
and instructional practices were consistent with NCTE’s (2019) definition of literacy as well as
qualities of CLP, CRP, and SJE. As such, the teachers did promote the academic and critical
literacies of their students by following a balanced literacy framework in which they addressed
reading, writing, and vocabulary instruction through the lens of critical literacy pedagogy,
culturally responsive pedagogy and social justice education, which in some ways can help foster
both the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary ELA students (Callins,
2006; Chenowith, 2014; Christensen, 2000; Cipolle, 2010; Collins, 2001; Gay, 2010; LadsonBillings, 2001, 2009; Lewis, 1998; Lopez, 2011; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Singer,
2006).
The first research question guiding this study was, what are the educational beliefs and
instructional practices of Early College High School English language arts teachers? Based on
the findings, I was able to identify and describe the core educational beliefs and instructional
practices of ECHS ELA teachers, and I generated 16 themes that reflected those self-reported
educational beliefs and observed instructional practices. There were 14 core educational beliefs
and two primary instructional practices upon which the teachers relied to structure their students’
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learning experiences. Also, I discerned that the teachers’ educational beliefs about self, students,
context, content, approaches to teaching, and instructional practices were core educational beliefs
that worked together to shape their interactions with students and their students’ learning
experiences. The research findings confirmed Talbot and Campbell’s (2014) assertion that
teachers’ beliefs should be conceived of as “‘collections of beliefs’ [or] a belief system where
multiple individual beliefs inform instructional decisions and actions, sometimes by
harmoniously converging to inform instruction and sometimes, based on the circumstances,
competing, with one belief taking priority over others” (p. 420). For instance, it is evident from
the findings that the research participants’ beliefs about self in regard to their roles as teachers,
their beliefs about their students, and their beliefs about the context in which they taught and
students learned overwhelmingly influenced their philosophies of teaching (i.e., beliefs about
approaches to teaching), the instructional decisions they made about literacy education (i.e.,
beliefs about content), and the instructional strategies they used in their classrooms. Case in
point, the participants believed in preparing students for the real world as it is (i.e., pragmatic
education) while also preparing students for the world as it should be (i.e., transformational
education). This notion was supported by the participants’ belief in making sure their students
had equitable access to the resources they needed (i.e., equity and accessibility), by the
participants’ belief that the students should feel and be empowered to use their voices to make
positive changes (i.e., student choices and student voices), and by the participants use of specific
instructional practices (i.e., collaboration and discussion, composition and written expression,
text variety and multicultural texts, balanced literacy, gradual release) that afforded their students
the opportunity to hone their literacy and communication skills (Bingham & Hall‐Kenyon, 2013;
Bumgardner, n.d.; Callins, 2006; Coffey, 2011; Frey et al., 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2009;
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Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Lopez, 2011; Shaw & Hurst, 2012; Tompkins, G., 2017; Willson &
Falcon, 2018) within their academic discourse community (i.e., the ELA classroom; Blackburn et
al., 2019; Lynch, 2013).
Additionally, the research participants’ beliefs about themselves and their students
shaped their instructional practices. In particular, their belief that all students could learn and
grow if they had equitable access to the resources they needed to thrive and grow in a globally
networked society was fundamental to each teacher’s decision to adopt a balanced literacy model
of instruction that was supported by the gradual release of responsibility, both of which are
student-centered approaches to teaching and learning that ensure that students can hone their
skills in reading, writing, and vocabulary as they become more accountable and take ownership
of their own learning (Bingham & Hall‐Kenyon, 2013; Bumgardner, n.d.; Fisher & Frey, 2013;
Frey & Fisher, 2014; Frey et al., 2005; Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Shaw & Hurst, 2012;
Tompkins, G., 2017; Willson & Falcon, 2018). Specifically, the participants routinely used focus
lessons, guided instruction, collaborative learning, and independent learning as they deliberately
shifted the responsibility for teaching and learning from themselves to their students (i.e., gradual
release of responsibility) as part of their efforts to balance skills-based instruction in reading,
writing, and vocabulary with authentic, differentiated learning opportunities (i.e., balanced
literacy). At the same time, the participants’ beliefs about student accountability, ownership, and
intrinsic motivation reflected how the participants’ saw their roles as ELA teachers and were
fundamental to what they believed about themselves as teachers. Namely, the participants’
believed that it was their responsibility to teach their students to be accountable and take
ownership of their own learning in a manner that motivated the students and set them up for
future success in college, career, and life. In addition, the research participants’ context beliefs
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about establishing a safe space and a sense of community in the classroom through transparency
and authentic dialogue were key factors in why and how they incorporated collaboration,
discussion, and composition/written expression as part of their daily practice of the balanced
literacy and gradual release models of instruction.
Moreover, the findings confirmed that the participants’ beliefs and instructional practices
were informed by their own experiences as students and the professional context in which the
participants taught (Barrot, 2016; Pajares, 1992; Savasci & Berlin, 2012; Talbot & Campbell,
2014), as was evidenced by Lewis’ contention that her experiences being raised in a low-income
community and the low-income African American community in which she taught had taught
her the importance of meeting students where they were and maintaining high expectations for
all students so that she could help her students develop both the intrinsic motivation and the
growth mindset to be successful within academic discourse communities (Blackburn et al., 2019;
Lynch, 2013) and within their local discourse communities. Hence, based on the research
findings, it was evident that these teachers’ beliefs were complex and interconnected in a way
that created an instructional environment that was conducive to the teaching and learning of their
particular students.
The second research question guiding this study was, in what ways do the educational
beliefs and instructional practices of Early College High School English language arts teachers
align with critical literacy pedagogy? According to the findings, although the research
participants held complex and diverse beliefs, Lewis explicitly described herself as a critical
literacy educator while Williams did not. While Lewis’ educational beliefs were more aligned
with critical literacy pedagogy and she specifically categorized herself as a critical literacy
educator, she also espoused beliefs that were more consistent with CRP and SJE, based on the
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training she received from Teach for America. In contrast, Williams, who received her training
through a more traditional university-based teacher preparation program, did not explicitly
describe herself as a critical literacy educator, but she contended that she utilized CLP in her
ELA classroom. However, based on the findings, it was clear that Williams focused primarily on
what she described as “teaching and being real” and teaching students what she described as the
“practical skills” students needed to learn to be successful in college, career, and life rather than
critical literacy skills. Williams’ conceptions of “practical skills” were reflected in her belief in a
pragmatic approach to teaching, which aligns with teaching students more traditional academic
skills rather than critical literacy skills. This was evidenced by Williams’ beliefs about grounding
her teaching in pragmatism, which primarily foregrounds academic literacy and the six areas of
language arts (reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and visually representing), and in
some aspects conflicts with critical literacy and the goals of critical literacy pedagogy.
Academic literacy refers to the reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and critical
thinking skills necessary to learn in school, make meaning of text, and express ideas using
appropriate modes of communication (Weideman, 2014). Critical literacy is the ability to
actively, reflectively, and critically think and employ various technologies and tools of
communication for the purposes of recognizing, interrogating, critiquing, challenging and
accessing power structures that are designed to maintain the status quo, to foster inequities and
social injustice, and to limit the resources available to low-income communities and
communities of color (Coffey, 2011; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002,
2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). The goal of CLP, which refers to the methods and practices of
teaching critical literacy, is to develop both academic and critical literacies so that students are
able to think critically and use their voices to recognize, interrogate, critique, and challenge
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power structures that foster social inequity and injustice (Beck, 2006; Coffey, 2011; Freire, 2005;
Freire & Macedo, 1987; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al.,
2008; Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008; Rogers et al., 2016).
Engaging in CLP entails incorporating five key components into one’s educational
beliefs and instructional practices (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016; Bishop, 2014; Lewison et al.,
2002; Lewison et al., 2008). First, CLP requires an understanding that literacy is situated in
specific contexts. It also demands that students and teachers rely on personal and cultural
resources to co-create curricular content. Third, CLP requires an understanding that there should
be an awareness of sociopolitical, cultural, and economic factors and their personal and social
impact. Next, CLP involves taking a critical stance toward literacy, which means consciously
engaging in literacy and society, entertaining alternative ways of being, taking responsibility to
inquire, and being reflexive thinkers. Finally, CLP requires an engagement in critical social
practice, as in disrupting the commonplace, interrogating multiple viewpoints, focusing on
sociopolitical issues, and taking informed action to promote social justice. According to the
findings, the participants’ educational beliefs and instructional practices did reflect some aspects
of these five components of CLP. In particular, the participants incorporated their students’ lived
experience and voices in the co-creation of curricular content, and they focused on relevant
sociopolitical issues, like the relationship between race and policing, which directly shaped the
lived experiences of their students amid the Covid-19 pandemic, social and political unrest,
racial tension, and Black Lives Matter protests that occurred during 2020 and that are still
occurring today.
However, the participant’s educational beliefs and instructional practices aligned more
closely with several of the nine key aspects of literacy as defined by NCTE (2019), which does
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incorporate the idea of being critically literate. For example, according to the NCTE’s (2019)
definition of literacy, to be active, creative, and critically literate, people should be able to
“effectively and critically” collaborate and “participate in a networked world” as well as
“explore and engage critically” with a “variety of inclusive texts” while “advocat[ing] for
equitable access to and accessibility of texts, tools, and information” (Definition of Literacy
section). People should also be able to “recognize and honor the multilingual literacy identities
and cultural experiences” of others as well as promote and “amplify one’s own and others’
narratives” while “counter[ing] unproductive narratives” (NCTE, 2019, Definition of Literacy
section). Through the incorporation of culturally relevant, multicultural texts that reflected the
cultural experiences of their students, the interrogation of multiple viewpoints and perspectives,
and the respectful incorporation of the identities and lived experiences of their students, the
participants’ beliefs and instructional practices explicitly reflected literacy as defined by NCTE
(2019) and implicitly reflected critical literacy (Coffey, 2011; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993;
Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008) and CLP (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016;
Bishop, 2014; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008).
The third research question guiding this study was, in what ways do Early College High
School English language arts teachers’ educational beliefs and instructional practices promote
the academic and critical literacies of African American secondary students? Based on the
findings, the research participants’ educational beliefs and instructional practices explicitly
focused on the academic literacy of African American secondary students more so than on
critical literacy due to constraints of the curriculum, which was informed by state and national
education standards and the requirements of the state-mandated standardized tests for English
language arts. For example, the participants’ self-reported beliefs that literacy learning should
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foster higher-order critical thinking skills as students make connections to the real world and
learn the communications skills necessary for college, career, and life aligned with academic
literacy and are explicitly expressed in the participants’ self-reported beliefs about instructional
practices (e.g., collaboration and discussion, composition and written expression, text variety and
multicultural texts) as well as their observed instructional practices (e.g., balanced literacy,
gradual release of responsibility).
However, several of the educational beliefs and instructional practices described by the
participants’ revealed that they do indirectly promote the critical literacy of African American
secondary students without explicitly engaging in CLP. The participants’ content beliefs (i.e.,
their conceptions of literacy and critical literacy) and beliefs about pragmatic, transformational
approaches to teaching literacy supported the definition of critical literacy as previously defined
and NCTE’s (2019) definition of literacy. Moreover, their beliefs in an education that fosters
social action and leads to social justice and positive social changes that result in a more equitable
and just society aligns with critical sociocultural theory (CSCT) and the aforementioned
definitions of both literacy (NCTE, 2019) and critical literacy (Coffey, 2011; Lankshear &
McLaren, 1993; Luke, 2012; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008) as well as conceptions of
culturally responsive pedagogy (Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings,
1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011) and social justice education (Christensen, 2000;
Collins, 2001; Lewis, 1998; Singer, 2006).
Relationship of Findings to Previous Literature
The findings of this study were aligned with critical sociocultural theory (CSCT) in
several ways and can be interpreted in light of CSCT, which is chiefly concerned with the
relationship between teachers, students, and the context in which teaching and learning occurs
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(Lewis et al., 2007a, 2007b; Lewis & Moje, 2003). In particular, the findings reflected the
participants’ concerns with these relationships as the participants’ beliefs about their roles as
teachers, about students, and about context shaped their beliefs about content, approaches to
teaching (i.e., philosophies of teaching), and instructional practices (i.e., instructional strategies).
First, CSCT refers to the idea that individual social realities are shaped by sociocultural,
historical, political, and economic systems that promote inequity and are constructed around
factors such as race, class, and gender, which should be critically examined and challenged to
construct new, equitable and just realities (Lewis & Moje, 2003). These ideas are reflected in the
participants’ beliefs about students (i.e., equity and accessibility, student choice and student
voices) as well as the participants’ content beliefs (i.e., beliefs about literacy and critical literacy)
and beliefs about approaches to teaching (i.e., transformational education).
Second, CSCT advocates that literacy is a social practice framed by issues of identity,
agency, and power and rooted in the sociocultural factors of race, class, and gender (Lewis et al.,
2007a, 2007b; Lewis & Moje, 2003). The participants’ context beliefs regarding establishing a
safe space and classroom community in which students collaboratively take risks, utilize their
voices, and exercise their agency are reflective of CSCT’s emphasis on literacy as a social
practice. CSCT’s emphasis on the social aspects of literacy are further reflected in the
participants’ beliefs about their instructional practices as the participants were observed using
instructional strategies such as collaboration and discussion, which are foundational elements of
the balanced literacy framework (Bingham & Hall‐Kenyon, 2013; Bumgardner, n.d.; Fisher &
Frey, 2013; Frey & Fisher, 2014; Frey et al., 2005; Lombardi & Behrman, 2016; Shaw & Hurst,
2012; Tompkins, 2017; Willson & Falcon, 2018). CSCT was also reflected when the
participants’ deliberately utilized collaboration and discussion as instructional strategies
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designed to help students develop their voices and work collaboratively to seek and provide
solutions to societal issues that impact equity and access to literacy and power.
Third, CSCT links the fundamentals goals of critical literacy pedagogy and culturally
responsive pedagogy in a manner that challenges the sociocultural, historical, political, and
economic barriers to literacy and educational equity (Lewis et al., 2007a, 2007b; Lewis & Moje,
2003). Thus, by examining the educational beliefs and instructional practices of two English
language arts teachers who served economically-disadvantaged African American students at an
Early College High School, the current study sought to challenge and expand on what is already
understood about how educators’ beliefs and instructional practices can support (or inhibit) the
growth of their student’s in-school and out-of-school literacies in a manner that challenges,
disrupts, and changes the hegemony of American society. The findings, therefore, confirmed that
the participants’ beliefs and instructional practices were implicitly aligned with CSCT with the
purpose of supporting their students’ in-school and out-of-school literacies within their academic
and local discourse communities. This is illustrated by the participants’ emphasis on ensuring
their students possess both academic skills and a critical awareness of social justice issues (e.g.,
the impact of race, class, and gender on their students’ education and lived experiences as well as
the relationship between race, policing, and police brutality) as the students navigated the Covid19 pandemic, the complexities of online learning, and social and political unrest.
Accordingly, the participants’ held diverse educational beliefs that shaped their
instructional practices and how they taught African American secondary ELA students the
academic and critical literacy skills necessary to negotiate a “culture of power” (Delpit, 2006, p.
24), in which “race and racism is deeply embedded …and [have] directly shaped the U.S. legal
system and the ways people think about the law, racial categories, and privilege” (Creswell &
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Poth, 2018, p. 30). As advocated by Coffey (2011), ELA educators who intentionally engage in
culturally appropriate critical literacy practices both honor and respect their students’ cultures,
lived experiences, and voices in a manner that fosters their students’ abilities to learn the “codes
of power” (Delpit, 2006, p. 40) they need in order to negotiate this “culture of power” (Delpit,
2006, p. 24). The research findings confirmed Coffey’s (2011) and Delpit’s (2006) sentiments as
the participants routinely incorporated their students’ lived experiences and identities in the
teaching and learning process and routinely worked to empower their students to make choices
and use their voices to further their educational experiences and academic growth.
The findings also confirmed that the participants actively made instructional decisions
about content, approaches to teaching, and instructional practices that were shaped by the mutual
interaction of their beliefs about self, students, and context. This is consistent with Barrot’s
(2016) contention that “teachers are active decision-makers who make choices as to the whats
and hows of teaching based on the network of knowledge, beliefs, and thoughts” (p. 155). The
findings also align with Talbot and Campbell’s (2014) notion that teachers’ beliefs should be
conceived of as “‘collections of beliefs’ [or] a belief system where multiple individual beliefs
inform instructional decisions and actions, sometimes by harmoniously converging to inform
instruction and sometimes, based on the circumstances, competing, with one belief taking
priority over others” (p. 420) Therefore, what the participating teachers believed was
fundamental to what and how they taught and to what and how students learned.
Culturally Responsive Critical Literacy
The findings of the current study illustrated how the educational beliefs and instructional
practices of the participants worked together to promote the academic and critical literacies of
African American secondary students as well as collectively represented the goals of critical

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

157

literacy pedagogy, culturally responsive pedagogy, and social justice education. In their beliefs
and practices, these pedagogical approaches intertwined in a manner that resulted in a culturally
responsive critical literacy framework that promoted both the academic and critical literacies of
all students and promoted both social action and social justice for all people. Hence, this overlap
in pedagogies resulted in a culturally responsive approach to literacy and critical literacy
education that is particularly important for low-income communities and communities of color
(Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001,
2009; Lopez, 2011; Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008).
The educational beliefs and instructional practices of America’s educators, and the
American education system in general, need to shift from a focus on traditional literacy practices
to more culturally responsive critical literacy practices rooted in community and social justice
that give voice to groups who have been marginalized based race, class, or gender. As “one of
the primary missions of education is to prepare students for democratic and civic engagement,”
(Cipolle, 2010, p. ix), these skills are especially salient and beneficial for low-income
communities and communities of color that have been routinely marginalized, such as the
African American students at the Early College High School at the center of this current study.
Therefore, the goal of literacy education, particularly in contexts like an ECHS, should be to
promote the academic and critical literacies of all students in a manner that is culturally
responsive as these literacy skills are the foundation for all learning in school and in everyday
life and can possibly lead to a more equitable, just society that benefits all (Callins, 2006;
Chenowith, 2014; Cipolle, 2010; Delpit, 2006; Lewis & Moje, 2003). Moreover, culturally
responsive critical literacy practices may be effective in impacting the literacy of African
American adolescents who are at a crucial juncture of their self-development and who are
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affected by societal inequities based on institutional and systemic racism, classism, and
genderism (Callins, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009).
In an effort to bridge the gap between academic and critical literacies, culturally
responsive critical literacy combines key aspects of CLP, CRP, and SJE by advocating for
educators to, in part, rely on students’ cultural references, identities, and backgrounds to inform
instruction (drawn from CRP) and by advocating for educators to employ strategies that foster
students’ abilities to critically examine, question, and challenge themselves and the world around
them (drawn from CLP) as they take social action (drawn from SJE) and strive to create a more
equitable, just society for themselves and others (drawn from CSCT, CLP, CRP, and SJE:
Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Christensen, 2000; Cipolle, 2010; Coffey, 2011; Collins, 2001;
Freire, 2005; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lewis & Moje, 2003;
Lopez, 2011; Singer, 2006). The findings of this study revealed that the participants’ beliefs and
instructional practices illustrated their indirect and unintentional efforts to synthesize these
pedagogical approaches in a way that affirmed their students’ identities and afforded their
students the academic and critical literacy skills needed in order to create the type of equity and
social justice that they require in the context of the current climate of political and social unrest
rooted in institutional and systemic racism, classism, and genderism.
The findings of this current research study also support and reflect the concepts and
positions on literacy and literacy instruction taken by Callins (2006), Freire (2005), and LadsonBillings (1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009) and others (Bender-Slack & Young, 2016; Bishop 2014;
Chenowith, 2014; Christensen, 2000; Cipolle, 2010; Coffey, 2011; Collins, 2001; Gay, 2010;
Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; Lopez, 2011; Morell, 2002, 2004,2005, 2007, 2008).
For Callins (2006),
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culturally responsive literacy instruction is instruction that bridges the gap between the
school and the world of the student, is consistent with the values of the students’ own
culture aimed at assuring academic learning and encourages teachers to adapt their
instruction to meet the learning of all students. (p. 63)
Friere’s (2005) conception of critical literacy as a form of literacy instruction that is both
empowering and liberating for those who have been oppressed by societal factors and practices
based in institutional and systemic racism, classism, and genderism is aligned with Callins
(2006) and Ladson-Billings’ (2001, 2009) conceptions of culturally responsive pedagogy and
culturally responsive literacy instruction. Ladson-Billings (2001), for instance, asserts that
literacy instruction that is culturally responsive is a tool of student empowerment which “fosters
and sustains the students’ desire to choose academic success in the face of so many competing
options” (p. 313). Case in point, the participants’ beliefs about their roles as teachers (e.g.,
student accountability, ownership, and intrinsic motivation), their teaching context (e.g.,
authenticity and transparency, establishing a safe space and community), their students (e.g., all
students can learn and grow) and their active use of instructional strategies designed to ensure
students feel valued, supported, heard, and empowered to use their own voices (e.g.,
collaboration, discussion, incorporation of culturally relevant, multicultural texts that reflect their
students lived experiences) reflected the participants’ desire for their students to make positive
choices that lead to success in their ELA classrooms and beyond.
Moreover, Ladson-Billings (1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009) contends that literacy, in and of
itself, is a tool for liberation from oppression and that there is a need in the African American
community for teaching practices that are culturally responsive due to power structures and
practices in American society that perpetuate inequity based on institutional and systemic racism,
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classism, and genderism. She explains the primary goals of literacy instruction and of culturally
responsive pedagogy are “to empower students to examine critically the society in which they
live and to work for social change” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 314; emphasis added). Therefore,
to combat the societal factors described and explicated by Ladson-Billings (2009) and Freire
(2005), African American adolescents need to be enmeshed in literacy instruction that is rooted
in culturally responsive critical literacy practices. The findings of this study reflected that the
research participants were especially aware of these factors and the need for all students, and the
African American students they serve, to be exposed to and well-versed in these practices as
their students strive to attain the American Dream.
Culturally responsive critical literacy also urges educators to maintain and communicate
high expectations for their students’ success and to convey to students that they are valued and
respected by foregrounding their students’ identities, backgrounds, and cultural experiences in
the teaching and learning process as students are empowered to read the word to read the world
(Freire & Macedo, 1987; Ladson-Billing, 2009). By incorporating their students’ identities and
backgrounds in the teaching and learning process, the participants signaled to their students that
their experiences and voices mattered and that their students could be empowered and motivated
to want to succeed in all arenas, thereby reinforcing the notion that teachers and students must be
collaborators in the co-creation of curriculum and in their pursuit of academic and critical
literacy (Behrman, 2006). Culturally responsive critical literacy, therefore, is
the kind of teaching that is designed not merely to fit the school culture to the students’
culture, but also to use the student culture as the basis for helping students understand
themselves and others, structure social interactions, and conceptualize knowledge…It
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requires the recognition of African American culture as an important strength upon which
to construct the schooling experience. (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 314)
This view of culturally responsive critical literacy is exemplified by the participants’ beliefs
about literacy and critical literacy and their instructional practices as they routinely included
culturally relevant texts that honored and spoke to their students’ cultural experiences and
identities. Ladson-Billings (2001) contends that culturally responsive teaching “is a pedagogy of
opposition that recognizes and celebrates African and African American culture” (p. 314). This
notion that literacy education should honor a student’s cultural experiences as well as disrupt the
status quo of what school has traditionally been inherent to critical literacy pedagogy as well
(Bender-Slack & Young, 2016; Bishop 2014; Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Freire, 2005;
Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison et al., 2008; Lopez,
2011; Morell, 2004, 2008). The findings of this study aligned with these ideas as was illustrated
by the research participants’ beliefs in respecting their students’ individuality and diversity by
honoring their students’ lived experiences, backgrounds, and identities as they contended with
the realities of the Corona Virus/Covid-19 pandemic, online learning, social and political unrest,
racial tension, police brutality, and protests.
Furthermore, according to Ladson-Billings (2001), “culturally relevant teaching that is
successful helps produce a relevant Black personality” (p. 314). Historically, literacy has been an
issue that has always been linked to the African American identity or “Black personality” as
described by Du Bois (1903/1989) and Ladson-Billings (2001). Unfortunately, the issue of
identity regarding what it means to be Black in America, the issue of literacy and educational
equity, and the issue of the academic achievement gap are still pervasive today and should be
addressed for the growth of the African American community and society. Thus, critical literacy
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pedagogy coupled with culturally responsive pedagogy and social justice education are necessary
pedagogical practices in classrooms that serve low-income communities and communities of
color, such as the African American student population at the center of this study, and could
better position them to attain the American Dream (Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Christensen,
2000; Cipolle, 2010; Coffey, 2011; Collins, 2001; Freire, 2005; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings,
1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011; Singer, 2006).
Limitations of Findings
Although the current study yielded rich data and meaningful findings, there were also
limitations to the findings as there are with all research studies. Specifically, the research study
was limited by the sample size, the participants’ co-planning of content and use of common
instructional practices, the constraints of time in relation to the demands of the school district
curricular mandates (which were dictated by state and national education standards and the
content of state-mandated standardized tests), the virtual learning environment, and my
positionality as the ECHS ELA department chairperson.
First, although a larger sample may have revealed a wider range of beliefs and practices
that may have been educative and added to the findings, the study was limited by the small
sample size. Specifically, the study was limited to only two teachers in the ELA department
even though the ECHS ELA department was comprised of four teachers, me included. I did not
include the third ECHS ELA teacher in the study because I engaged in the purposeful sampling
of experienced teachers with more than three years teaching experience and who had been
teaching at the ECHS for at least three years. The third teacher in the ECHS ELA department
was excluded because that teacher had less than three years of teaching experience and had not
taught at the ECHS for at least three years. Even though I am an experienced teacher with 14
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years of teaching experience and have taught at the ECHS for seven years, I did not include
myself in the study because I did not want to engage in action research or self-study. Instead, the
study was designed to be a case study of two specific teachers and their beliefs and instructional
practices as I felt that I could obtain more unbiased and objective data by not including my own
beliefs and instructional practices.
Second, the study was limited by the participants’ co-planning of content and use of
common instructional practices. The fact that the participants were on the same course team,
taught the same grade-level content area, and co-planned together for five years resulted in the
participants utilizing similar instructional practices and sometimes echoing the same beliefs.
Although there were some noted differences in their educational beliefs and instructional
practices, there may have been more to learn about teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices if
the participants had diverged more in their own beliefs and instructional practices.
Third, there were time constraints stemming from school district curricular mandates and
the state-mandated standardized testing schedule. As such, the participants’ self-reported beliefs
and practice of balanced literacy instruction, which is concerned with balancing skills-based
instruction in reading, writing, and vocabulary, may have been reflective of their concerns about
the upcoming tests and their beliefs about what the students needed to learn and be able to do,
according to the school district curriculum, to be successful on the state-mandated standardized
tests. Furthermore, the study, which was conducted over the course of 12 weeks, had to be
concluded before the scheduled state-mandated standardized tests, as the participants were
focused on test preparation and the remediation of the literacy skills assessed during the testing
window.
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Fourth, the study was limited by the virtual environment in which the participants were
required to conduct school because of the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 - 2021. The participants
were limited in the ways they would routinely teach and interact with students. These behaviors
and interactions likely would have been quite different had they been in a face-to-face
environment. For instance, in a face-to-face learning environment, the teachers may have relied
less on online tools and educational resources, and students may have been able to interact and
collaborate more easily using more hands-on materials. The research participants voiced that the
virtual environment altered the way they taught their lessons and interacted with their students,
which proved to be challenging for both students and teachers as the participants adapted their
lessons and teaching styles to the virtual environment.
Finally, the study may have been further limited by the context in which it took place and
by my positionality as the chairperson of the ECHS ELA department. The research site was both
critical and convenient as the study took place within the context of my workplace because it was
a self-sufficient ECHS. However, the context of the study may have raised issues of power,
coercion, and intrusiveness as I supervised the participants and considered them to be colleagues.
The rapport that I shared with participants may have influenced the participants’ willingness to
be the subjects of the study as well as their willingness to be available for observations and
interviews. Even though I do not formally evaluate the participants for the purposes of teacher
accountability and performance assessment, I do regularly observe the participants, offer
instructional support, and share instructional strategies regarding content and classroom
management. Therefore, my beliefs and practices may have come to bear on the beliefs and
instructional practices demonstrated by the teachers in the ECHS ELA department.
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Implications for Future Practice in Local Context
The goal of literacy education should be to foster not only academic literacy, but also
critical literacy and a critical awareness that leads to civic engagement and disrupts the status
quo in a way that leads to social action and positive, systemic social changes (Cipolle, 2010;
Chenowith, 2014; Delpit, 2006, Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011;
Morrell, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008). Therefore, the research participants, and those ELA
teachers serving similar populations of students in similar contexts, may benefit from actively
reflecting on and examining their beliefs and instructional practices to discern whether their
instructional practices actually reflect their beliefs and are consistent with effective researchedbased, best practices in literacy education in a way that balances both the academic and critical
literacy skills with the critical awareness that students need in the current racial, political, and
social climate and in order to be successful in college, career, and life.
Because the teachers’ context beliefs were firmly grounded in the concept of community
and creating a collaborative safe space in which to build authentic relationships as well as engage
in social action for the betterment of the community, the findings indicated that students may
have also benefitted from community-based service learning, which shares some of the same
goals as critical literacy education and is often closely aligned with social justice education.
According to Cipolle (2010), “education in general and all service-learning programs in
particular are political in that they either support the status quo or work to change it,” (p. 45).
Lewis (1991) offers a definition of social action that connects the individual’s experience to that
of the community. According to Lewis (1991),
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social action includes those things you do that extend beyond your own home and
classroom into the “real world.” These things aren’t required of you. You don’t have to
do them. You do them selflessly, to improve the quality of life around you. (p. 2)
Hence, community-based service learning (CSL) is often closely aligned with social justice
education and may serve the needs of African American students who have a cultural identity
historically founded in community (Cipolle, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Service learning is a learning strategy in which students have leadership roles in
thoughtfully organized service experiences that meet real needs in the community. The
service is integrated into the students’ academic studies with structured time to research,
reflect, discuss, and connect their experiences to their learning and their worldview.
(Cipolle, 2010, p.4)
Therefore, combining aspects of critical literacy education, culturally responsive pedagogy,
social justice education with community-based service learning could be described as a culturally
responsive critical literacy approach to lessening the widening achievement gap and affording
low-income communities and communities of color the opportunity to engage in communitybased social action that serves the needs of marginalized communities (Callins, 2006;
Chenowith, 2014; Christensen, 2000; Cipolle, 2010; Coffey, 2011; Collins, 2001; Freire, 2005;
Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez, 2011; Morrell, 2004, 2005,
2008; Singer, 2006).
In addition, teaching from a culturally responsive, community-based, social action
framework could encourage the development of critical thinking skills and actively engage
students in collaborative work that may promote academic and critical literacy skills, critical
awareness, and academic achievement that leads to positive social changes in their communities
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and beyond (Callins, 2006; Chenowith, 2014; Christensen, 2000; Cipolle, 2010; Coffey, 2011;
Collins, 2001; Freire, 2005; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b, 2001, 2009; Lopez,
2011; Singer, 2006). “Service-learning, which is widely used in public and private K – 16
education, has the potential to build skills, attitudes and behaviors connecting students to their
community, as well as creating a lifelong pattern of active citizenship,” (Cipolle, 2010, p. ix). As
a result, these ideas are consistent with the participants’ espoused educational beliefs and
instructional practices and are ideas upon which the research participants can continue to build
their teaching and learning practices.
Implications for Future Research
The findings of this research study indicate that more research needs to be done regarding
teachers’ beliefs about critical literacy and critical literacy pedagogy and the instructional
practices that teachers might utilize to promote both the academic and critical literacies of
African American secondary English language arts students. The findings of this research study
also revealed that more research should be done regarding the ways in which teachers’
educational beliefs may or may not be consistent with their instructional practices. Finally, more
research could be done regarding the ways critical literacy pedagogy, culturally responsive
pedagogy, and social justice education overlap to inform culturally responsive critical literacy
education and instructional practices in school districts that serve low-income communities and
communities of color.
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participate
Dear Potential Participant,
This letter is to formally invite you to participate in a research study that will be conducted at your
school. This study seeks to examine teachers’ beliefs and practices in regard to critical literacy and
critical literacy pedagogy. In this study, 9th/10th grade English language arts teachers will share the
instructional strategies and skills they use to address the critical literacy of urban secondary students
of color.
You will be asked to participate in three semi-structed interviews. Each interview will last about 6090 minutes and will be conducted at a time and place convenient to you. These interactions will be
done over a period of three months. Benefits of participating in this study include the utilization of
best practices and effective strategies.
If you choose to participate in this study, please contact me at 770-299-9625 or via email at
lakina.freeman@kennesaw.edu.

Sincerely,
Lakina Freeman- Primary Researcher
Bagwell College of Education
Kennesaw State University
Secondary Education - English
Doctoral Candidate
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form
Title of Research Study: Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American
Secondary Students: A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Researcher's Contact Information: Lakina Freeman, (770-299-9625),
lakina.freeman@kennesaw.edu
Introduction
You are being invited to take part in a research study conducted by Lakina Freeman, a doctoral
candidate at Kennesaw State University. Before you decide to participate in this study, you
should read this form and ask questions about anything that you do not understand.
Description of Project
The purpose of this research is to critically examine how you address the critical literacy of urban
secondary students and to examine how your beliefs and instructional practices align with critical
literacy pedagogy.

Explanation of Procedures
This study requires that you: (a) participate in up to three observations of your classroom
(b) provide copies of lesson plans and sample assessments (c) participate in up to three
(approximately 60-90 minutes) interviews on your beliefs and practices. During the interview,
your voice will be recorded.
Time Required
The interviews will take approximately three hours.
Risks or Discomforts
Participation in this study entails no foreseen or known risks, discomfort or stress.
Benefits
Participants will come to understand how they approach instruction and how their instruction
addresses the needs of urban students. Their answers ultimately can inform their instructional
practices.
Confidentiality
Participation in this research will be confidential. Your name will be replaced with a randomly
selected pseudonym in all data files and documents. No individually identifiable information will
remain on the written or electronic forms of the documents. Anonymized digital files will be
password protected, and on the researcher’s password-protected, personal computer. Hard copy
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documents will be anonymized and kept in a locked drawer in the researcher’s office to which
only she will have access.
Inclusion Criteria for Participation
You must be teaching currently in a P-12 setting.
Signed Consent
I agree and give my consent to participate in this research project. I understand that participation
is voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any time without penalty.
__________________________________________________
Signature of Participant or Authorized Representative, Date
___________________________________________________
Signature of Investigator, Date
______________________________________________________________________________
PLEASE SIGN BOTH COPIES OF THIS FORM, KEEP ONE AND RETURN THE OTHER
TO THE INVESTIGATOR
Research at Kennesaw State University that involves human participants is carried out under the
oversight of an Institutional Review Board. Questions or problems regarding these activities
should be addressed to the Institutional Review Board, Kennesaw State University, 585 Cobb
Avenue, KH3417, Kennesaw, GA 30144-5591, (470) 578-6407.
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Appendix C: Interview Consent Form
The purpose of this research is to critically examine how you address the critical literacy of urban
secondary students. Additionally, the responses from this interview will provide detailed information
on how your beliefs and instructional practices align with critical literacy pedagogy. The questions
for this interview are designed to discern your beliefs and practices in regard to critical literacy and
critical literacy pedagogy as established by the researcher.
I agree to take part in this interview as a part of the research study conducted by Lakina Freeman
(principal investigator). This study is being conducted under the direction of Dr. Rachel Gaines
(faculty advisor) at Kennesaw State University. For additional information you may contact Lakina
Freeman at lakina.freeman@kennesaw.edu or (770) 299-9625 or Dr. Rachel Gaines at
rgaines7@kennesaw.edu or (470) 578-2505.
By signing my signature below, I agree to take part in this interview.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I understand that my participation is not necessary.
I can stop taking part in this project at any time, for any reason, without penalty. I can ask to
have all the information collected returned to me or destroyed.
I understand that the reason for this project is to allow Lakina Freeman to gather additional
information for her study.
I understand that this interview will be a part of her dissertation.
I understand that the interview will be audio-recorded if my permission is given.
I understand that the transcription will be destroyed three years after the study is completed.
I understand that I will be given a copy of the interview’s transcription and will be able to
add, delete, or correct the content at any time that I wish.
I understand that outside of Lakina’s educational purposes or requirements of the law, no
information about me or provided by me will be shared without my written permission.
I understand Lakina Freeman or Dr. Rachel Gaines will answer any further questions about
my interview now or at any point during this process.
I understand that my anonymity will be maintained.
I understand that any information that I provide (orally, electronically, or in writing) will not
be shared with anyone unrelated to the study.

Please sign below if you agree with all of the above statements.
________________________
Participant’s Name

________________________
Participant’s Signature

___________________________ ____________________________
Interviewer’s Name
Interviewer’s Signature

__________
Date
___________
Date

Interviewer’s Contact Information: Lakina Freeman @ 770-299-9625
I allow this interview to be audio-taped and transcribed. Please initial ______Yes ______ No
Please choose a pseudonym for this study: ____________________________ Initial _________
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 1
Interview Protocol #1
Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American Secondary Students:
A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Lakina Freeman
Interview # ________
Date_____/_____/_____
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Lakina Freeman, and I am a
graduate student at Kennesaw State University conducting a research study in fulfillment of the
requirements of the degree of Doctor of Education. The subject of my research study is how
teachers address the critical literacy of urban secondary students and how teachers’ beliefs and
practices align with critical literacy pedagogy in the English language arts (ELA) classroom.
This interview will take about 60– 90 minutes and will include up to 30 questions regarding your
experiences with critical literacy in your ELA classroom. I would like your permission to audio
record this interview, so I may accurately document the information you convey. If at any time
during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the interview itself, please
feel free to let me know and we will stop. All of your responses are confidential. Your responses
will remain confidential. At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you
that your participation in this interview implies your consent.
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop or
take a break, please let me know. You may also withdraw your consent at any time without
consequence. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Then with your permission we will begin the interview.
Observation Questions:
1. What were your objectives for the lesson?
2. Were you able to meet those objectives? Why or why not?
3. In what ways were you able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
4. In what ways were you not able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
5. Is there anything you would have done differently in teaching the lesson? Why or why not?
6. What would you have done differently?
7. How would you have done it differently?
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Demographic questions:
8. How long have you been teaching English language arts in general?
9. What grade level and English language arts courses have you taught?
10. What course are you currently teaching, and how long have been teaching that ELA course?
11. What kind of training or preparation have you had to become an English language arts
teacher?
12. What was the overall programmatic or pedagogical focus of your teacher preparation
program, e.g., urban education, culturally responsive pedagogy, critical literacy pedagogy?
13. How long have you been teaching at your current school?
14. What is the overall programmatic or pedagogical focus of your current school?
15. What words would you use to describe what it is like teaching at your current school?
16. What do you enjoy about teaching at your current school?
17. What has been beneficial about teaching at your current school?
18. What has been challenging about teaching at your current school?
19. What influence has your current school had on your educational beliefs?
20. What influence has your current school had on your instructional practices?
21. What influence does the community in which you teach have on your educational beliefs?
22. What influence does the community in which you teach have on your instructional practices?
23. What is your teaching philosophy?
24. What influence has your teacher preparation program had on your teaching philosophy?
25. What influence has your current school had on your teaching philosophy?
26. What influence has the community in which you teach had on you teaching philosophy?
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27. Is there anything else you would like to share, or do you have any questions for me at this
time?
Thank you for your time and your participation!
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol 2
Interview Protocol #2
Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American Secondary Students:
A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Lakina Freeman
Interview # ________
Date_____/_____/_____
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Lakina Freeman, and I am a
graduate student at Kennesaw State University conducting a research study in fulfillment of the
requirements of the degree of Doctor of Education. The subject of my research study is how
teachers address the critical literacy of urban secondary students and how teachers’ beliefs and
practices align with critical literacy pedagogy in the English language arts (ELA) classroom.
This interview will take about 60– 90 minutes and will include up to 30 questions regarding your
experiences with critical literacy pedagogy in your ELA classroom. I would like your permission
to audio record this interview, so I may accurately document the information you convey. If at
any time during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the interview
itself, please feel free to let me know and we will stop. All of your responses are confidential. At
this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your participation in
this interview implies your consent.
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop or
take a break, please let me know. You may also withdraw your consent at any time without
consequence. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Then with your permission we will begin the interview.
Observation questions:
1. What were your objectives for the lesson?
2. Were you able to meet those objectives? Why or why not?
3. In what ways were you able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
4. In what ways were you not able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
5. Is there anything you would have done differently in teaching the lesson? Why or why not?
6. What would you have done differently?
7. How would you have done it differently?
Additional questions:

ACADEMIC & CRITICAL LITERACIES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS

199

8. How do you define literacy?
9. What instructional strategies do you use in your English language arts course to promote
literacy?
10. How do you define critical literacy?
11. What instructional strategies do you use in your English language arts course to promote
critical literacy?
12. How does your understanding of critical literacy influence your teaching practices?
13. How does your understanding of critical literacy influence your teaching philosophy?
14. What are the benefits of enacting critical literacy pedagogy in English language arts
classrooms?
15. What are the challenges of enacting critical literacy pedagogy in English language arts
classrooms?
16. How effective is critical literacy pedagogy in helping students develop or improve their
academic literacy?
17. How do your students respond to the course content when you use critical literacy
pedagogical practices?
18. Do you see a difference in student performance when you use critical literacy pedagogy in
your classroom? If so, in what ways?
19. Is there anything else you would like to share, or do you have any questions for me at this
time?
Thank you for your time and your participation!
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol 3
Interview Protocol #3
Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American Secondary Students:
A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Lakina Freeman
Interview # ________
Date_____/_____/_____
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Lakina Freeman, and I am a
graduate student at Kennesaw State University conducting a research study in fulfillment of the
requirements of the degree of Doctor of Education. The subject of my research study is how
teachers address the critical literacy of urban secondary students and how teachers’ beliefs and
practices align with critical literacy pedagogy in the English language arts (ELA) classroom.
This interview will take about 90 - 120 minutes and will include up to 30 questions regarding
your experiences with critical literacy pedagogy in your ELA classroom. I would like your
permission to audio record this interview, so I may accurately document the information you
convey. If at any time during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the
interview itself, please feel free to let me know and we will stop. All of your responses are
confidential. At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your
participation in this interview implies your consent.
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop or
take a break, please let me know. You may also withdraw your consent at any time without
consequence. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Then with your permission we will begin the interview.
Questions in the first section of this interview refer to the lesson I observed on (date of
observation). The second section contains questions about your teaching context, beliefs, and
instructional practices.
Observation questions:
1. What were your objectives for the lesson?
2. Were you able to meet those objectives? Why or why not?
3. In what ways were you able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
4. In what ways were you not able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
5. Is there anything you would have done differently in teaching the lesson? Why or why not?
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6. What would you have done differently?
7. How would you have done it differently?
Additional questions:
8. Is there anything else you would like to share, or do you have any questions for me at this
time?
Note: Questions for the third interview are not entirely known and will be derived from the
information gathered from the third observation. I predict the interview will include the
following questions: How do the culture or norms of the Early College influence your beliefs and
instructional practices and what are the personal and cultural resources upon which you draw to
co-create curriculum with students?

Thank you for your time and your participation!
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Appendix G: Interview Protocol 4
Interview Protocol #4
Promoting the Academic and Critical Literacies of African American Secondary Students:
A Case Study of English Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices
Lakina Freeman
Interview # ________
Date_____/_____/_____
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Lakina Freeman, and I am a
graduate student at Kennesaw State University conducting a research study in fulfillment of the
requirements of the degree of Doctor of Education. The subject of my research study is how
teachers address the critical literacy of urban secondary students and how teachers’ beliefs and
practices align with critical literacy pedagogy in the English language arts (ELA) classroom.
This interview will take about 90 - 120 minutes and will include up to 30 questions regarding
your experiences with critical literacy pedagogy in your ELA classroom. I would like your
permission to audio record this interview, so I may accurately document the information you
convey. If at any time during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the
interview itself, please feel free to let me know and we will stop. All of your responses are
confidential. At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your
participation in this interview implies your consent.
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop or
take a break, please let me know. You may also withdraw your consent at any time without
consequence. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Then with your permission we will begin the interview.
Questions in the first section of this interview refer to the lesson I observed on (date of
observation). The second section of this interview will inquire about your beliefs and
instructional practices.
Observation questions:
1. What were your objectives for the lesson?
2. Were you able to meet those objectives? Why or why not?
3. In what ways were you able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
4. In what ways were you not able to meet the objectives for the lesson?
5. Is there anything you would have done differently in teaching the lesson? Why or why not?
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6. What would you have done differently?
7. How would you have done it differently?
Additional questions:
8. Is there anything else you would like to share, or do you have any questions for me at this
time?
Note: Questions for the fourth interview are not entirely known and will be derived from the
information gathered from the fourth observation. I predict the interview will include the
following questions: How do you view your students’ ability to engage in critical literacy
practices?

Thank you for your time and your participation!
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Subject:
Descriptive Notes

Date:
Reflective Notes

Time:
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